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The grammar of modification is highly complex and raises numerous ques-
tions about the relation between meaning and form. This dissertation provides a
study of how modified noun phrases are interpreted and examines the consequences
of these results for the syntax of the nominal domain. The discus ion centers on
two types of modification: superlatives and stacked modificat on. The data comes
primarily from English, but other languages are also discused. There is initial
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evidence that the main claims hold across a wide range of languages.
The common view on superlatives is that they have two types ofinterpreta-
tions which are the result of a scope ambiguity and that the contrast between them
needs to be captured by means of syntactic devices. Contra this standard approach
I propose a saliency theory of superlatives which claims that t ere is no categorial
difference between these two interpretations and where thevariation in the mean-
ing of superlatives is purely pragmatic in nature. Under this view the meaning of
superlatives is a function of the properties of the surrounding discourse and the
context-sensitivity of superlatives is subsumed to the more general phenomenon
of context-dependency in the interpretation of natural language quantifiers. The
saliency theory differs from other analyses that have adopted a discourse approach
in that the so-called comparative reading does not depend onthe presence or inter-
pretation of focus.
Previous approaches to multiple adjectives analyzed theirorder in terms of
the semantics of individual adjectives. I present a new set of data which shows that
this is insufficient and propose an explanation that takes into account the meaning
of the whole nominal phrase. This result has consequences for how the architecture
of grammar should be conceived. In particular, it shows thatprinciples of syntactic
well-formedness can sometimes be sensitive to compositional semantic interpreta-
tion, as well as pragmatic information. This is in contradiction to many contempo-
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The grammar of modification is highly complex and raises numerous questions
about the relation between meaning and form. This dissertation provides a study of
how modified noun phrases are interpreted and examines the cons quences of these
results for the syntax of the nominal domain. The discussioncenters on two types
of modification: superlatives and stacked modification. To illustrate some of the
issues that I will be addressing let us consider the following two examples from the
July 18, 2009 issue of the New York Times.
(1) a. He grew accustomed to being one of the last ones standing. Last year,
he joined Harry Patch, Britain’s last soldier, and the late Bill Stone,
its last sailor, in a ceremony at the Cenotaph war memorial ner the





b. Every Kennedy documentary includes the clips of Mr. Cronkite an-
nouncing that the president had been shot and removing his thick black
glasses for a pause after stating that Kennedy was dead.2
In (1a) we have a restricted interpretation for the superlative noun phrasesBritain’s
last soldierandits last sailor; both have a reading that is relativized to World War
I veterans. Harry Patch wasn’t really Britain’s last soldier. Example (1b) illustrates
a different aspect of modification, which (superficially at least) has more to do with
form than interpretation. The nounglassesis modified by two adjectives at the
same time and the fact thatthick precedesblack does not seem to be an accident.
A google search shows that this is the preferred word order, as it gets 16 times the
number of hits compared to the reverse order.3 Starting from examples such as these
I will address the following questions:
1. How are superlatives interpreted? To what extent is the intepretation of su-
perlatives dependent on context?
2. Are all adjectives rigidly ordered? If not, how do adjectives with flexible word
order differ from those with rigid word order? Is there a uniform analysis that
can account for all such cases?
The common view on superlatives is that they have two types ofinterpreta-
tions which are the result of a scope ambiguity and that the contrast between them
2http://www.nytimes.com/2009/07/18/arts/television/18appraisal.html?_r=1&scp=3&sq=long%
20thick&st=cse
3The actual numbers are: 564,000 hits for "thick black glasses" and 33,500 for "black thick
glasses".
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needs to be captured, at least in part, by means of syntactic dev es. This is the
approach previously taken by Szabolcsi 1986; Heim 1985, 1999; Farkas and Kiss
2000.Contrathese standard approaches I propose a saliency theory of superlatives
which claims that there is no semantic difference between thse two interpretations
and where the variation in the meaning of superlatives is purely pragmatic in nature.
Under this view the meaning of superlatives is a function of the properties of the
surrounding discourse and the context-sensitivity of superlatives is subsumed to the
more general phenomenon of context-dependency in the interpre ation of natural
language quantifiers. One important difference concerns the interpretation of the
so-calledcomparative readingillustrated in (2b).
(2) John climbed the highest mountain.
a. Absolute reading:
John climbed a mountain higher than all other mountains.
b. Comparative reading:
John climbed a mountain higher than (the mountains) everyonelse
climbed.
The three existing approaches to superlatives derive the comparative reading by
using one of the following mechanisms: (i) covert movement (Szabolcsi 1986;
Heim 1985, 1999), (ii) special indices connecting the interpr tation of multiple
constituents (Farkas and Kiss 2000), or (iii) grammatical association with focus
(Sharvit and Stateva 2002, Gutierrez-Rexach 2006). The sali ncy theory differs
from them in that the comparative reading is not a scope ambiguity and hence there
is no need to resort to covert movement operations or specialindices. It is also ar-
3
gued that the comparative reading does not depend on the presence or interpretation
of focus. I provide a wide range of examples showing that the sali ncy theory can
account for all the readings that previous analyses derive and that, in addition, it
can also capture readings that these analyses cannot generate. For example, I argue
that amount superlative DPs (e.g.reading the most books), which typically lack
absolute readings (Szabolcsi 1986, Farkas and Kiss 2000, Gawron 1995, Schwarz
2004b, Teodorescu 2007, Hackl 2009), provide further evidence for the saliency
theory, using evidence from both English and Romanian.
The account of superlatives is developed in chapter 2, alongwith a presenta-
tion of standard accounts in the literature. I also argue that the saliency theory is to
be preferred on methodological grounds. In chapter 3 I present data which I argue
shows that the account developed here is to be preferred on empirical grounds as
well.
In chapter 4 we consider the issue of adjective orderings. Previous ap-
proaches to multiple adjectives analyzed their order in terms of the semantics of
individual adjectives (e.g. Quirk et al. 1972, Dixon 1982, Sproat and Shih 1991,
Cinque 1994, among many others) and argued for a set of universal linearization
constraints. I propose to examine this puzzle from a novel perspective, namely fo-
cusing on cases where adjective ordering restrictions do not apply. The range of
attested exceptions falls into two types of categories: adjectives with special into-
nation, such as the English adjectives in (3), which are pronounced with “comma
intonation” or “focus intonation”, and adjectives that correspond to reduced rela-
tive clauses, like those in the Romance and Chinese examplesin (4). None of the
4
orderings below are expected according to the linearization constraints.
(3) a. the red, large chair (Martin 1970)
















‘round nice plate’ (Sproat and Shih 1991)
I discuss new classes of exceptions: operator adjectives (e.g. former, alleged) and
superlatives. Scope effects for operator adjectives have been discussed before (e.g.
Montague 1970, Partee 2003, and references therein), but the significance of these
effects for theories of rigid adjective ordering have not been drawn out in previous
literature. Superlatives have not been previously discussed in this context, but we
will see that they too, have flexible word order. In addition,it will be shown that
the order of multiple adjectives can be affected by the presuppositions of the article
immediately preceding the modified noun phrase. I argue thatthese phenomena,
taken together, suggest that adjective orderings are sensitiv not only to the mean-
ing of individual adjectives, but also to that of the whole determiner phrase. This in
turn implies not only that current theories of adjective ordering are inadequate, but
that the very framework which they assume, where there is very limited informa-
tion flow between syntax and semantics (Chomsky 1995 and following literature),
may have to be modified. Some of these broader implications are discussed in the
concluding chapter of the disseration.
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Chapter 2
A saliency theory of superlatives
2.1 Introduction
2.1.1 Superlatives with multiple readings
The interpretation of superlatives has received a lot attention in the theoretical liter-
ature, especially in recent years. At the core of the debate ther have been examples
like (5), where the presence of the attributive superlativehighestgives rise to two
interpretations. This phenomenon was first noted in Ross 1964, but see also Jack-
endoff 1972, Szabolcsi 1986, and Heim 1985 for early work in th s area.
(5) John climbed the highest mountain.
Following Szabolcsi (1986) I will refer to these two interpretations as the “absolute
reading” and the “comparative reading”1. They are shown in (6).
1The “comparative reading” is also sometimes referred to as the “relative reading” (Heim 1985,
1999)
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(6) a. Absolute reading:
John climbed a mountain higher than all other mountains.
b. Comparative reading:
John climbed a mountain higher than (the mountains) everyonelse
climbed.
On the absolute reading the sentence in (5) is understood to claim that John climbed
the highest mountain of all mountains. To be true under this interpretation, (5) needs
to describe a situation where John climbed Mount Everest, for example, which we
know to be the highest mountain of all the mountains on Earth.On the comparative
reading the sentence in (5) conveys something weaker, namely that John climbed
a higher mountain than other individuals did. Under this second interpretation, (5)
can truthfully describe a situation where John climbed Mount Bonnell, which at
785ft is basically a hill2, as long as no one else climbed anything higher.
Superlatives with multiple interpretations appear not only i declarative sen-
tences but also in interrogative ones.The question in (7) can be interpreted either as
in (7a) or as in (7b).Nobodyis a felicitous answer to the question under the absolute
but not under the comparative reading.
(7) Who climbed the highest mountain?
a. Absolute reading: Who climbed Mt. Everest?
b. Comparative reading: Who climbed a mountain that was higher t an
anybody else climbed?
2Despite its low height, or maybe because of that, Mount Bonnell is one of the popular tourist
spots in Austin, Texas.
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Even though the literature refers to the two interpretations f superlatives
shown above as two distinct readings, I will argue in this chapter that they are not
as different in nature as this terminology suggests.
The standard view on superlatives is that absolute readingsa d comparative
readings are subject to very different constraints. There is widespread agreement
that absolute readings are the result of the truth-conditional semantics of superla-
tives in conjunction with a set of pragmatic constraints. These pragmatic constraints
however, are deemed insufficient or inadequate for derivingthe comparative read-
ing and it is argued that an additional constraint is needed for such cases. The exact
nature of this constraint is controversial and several proposals have been advanced.
Some previous approaches explain the difference between absolute and comparative
readings as a scope ambiguity and claim that comparative readings are constrained
in a way that makes them syntactically (Heim 1999, Szabolcsi1986) or seman-
tically (Farkas and Kiss 2000) different from absolute readings. Other previous
approaches derive the difference as being focus-related and argue that comparative
readings are a function of the focus semantic value of the sentence (Sharvit and
Stateva 2002, Gutierrez-Rexach 2006).
In contrast to the standard approach, I propose a saliency theory of superla-
tives under which comparative and absolute readings are very similar in nature. Ac-
cording to this view there is technically no comparative reading; only a restricted
absolute reading on which the elements in the comparison setare made salient by
virtue of their association with a salient individual. The pro osal has a predecessor
in Heim 1999, but it differs from it in that here the relation between the elements
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in the comparison set and the salient individuals is not necessarily given by the
predicate of the sentence containing the superlative. The second, and more impor-
tant difference, is that on the account presented here the saliency theory is argued
to be sufficiently powerful to account for all readings and that there is no need to
supplement it with a syntactic mechanism to derive the comparative reading.
2.1.2 Overview
I start by presenting some background on superlatives constructions, namely how
they are similar to, as well as different from, other degree constructions, and in-
troduce the terms that I will be using to refer to their anatomy - the notions of
comparison set and topic of comparison (section 2.2.1). This sets the stage for in-
troducing the classic analysis of the truth-conditions of superlatives, as well as the
pragmatic constraints that the interpretation of superlatives is subject to (section
2.2.2). There is general agreement on what these constraintare and that they yield
absolute readings. In contrast, the way in which comparative readings come about
is much less clear.
In section 2.3.1 I introduce the standard view on the interpretation of superla-
tives, which holds that comparative readings are essentially different from absolute
readings. Unlike the latter, comparative readings are typically seen as the result
of a special constraint. The nature of this constraint, however, is not settled upon.
For some, comparative readings are an instance of a syntactic phenomenon (2.3.2),
while for others they reflect a contrast in the interpretation of the modified noun
(2.3.3). Yet others argue that comparative readings are depndent on the presence
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of focus and derive them as a focus effect (2.3.4). I will refeto such analyses that
use a special constraint to derive the comparative reading as comparative theories
of superlatives and in section 2.3.5 present the type of empirical arguments that
have been used to motivate it.
Contrathe standard approach to the interpretation of superlatives, I propose
in section 2.4 a non-comparative analysis, where comparative readings have the
same syntactic and semantic properties that absolute readings o, and do not need
to be licensed by focus. The difference between the two interpretations lies instead
in the type of elements that the context makes salient. I showt at this saliency
theory can derive all the classic comparative readings thatcomparative theories
derive and that, in addition, it is methodologically simpler. In chapter 3 I argue that
the saliency theory is also to be preferred on empirical grounds.
2.2 Absolute readings
2.2.1 The anatomy of superlatives
Before presenting how the absolute reading of superlativescomes about let me first
introduce some background and terminology on superlative constructions.
Similarly to other degree constructions, superlatives areconcerned with rel-
ative position on some scale. What is specific to superlatives though is that they
encode comparison among the members of some set. Consider (8), where the su-
perlative appears in predicative position, and compare it to the comparative and
equative examples in (9).
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(8) John is the tallest.
(9) a. John is taller than Bill.
b. John is as tall as Bill.
In all three examples John’s height is compared to some referenc value. In the
comparative and equative sentences however, John’s heightis described relative to
that of a single individual, Bill, while in the superlative construction it is compared
to that of a set of individuals, which John is a part of. That the superlative mor-
pheme is picking out one member of a set by virtue of that individual being at the
top of some scale is also transparent from the following paraphr se, which uses a
comparative construction with a universal restrictor:John is taller than everyone
else. I will refer to John as the topic of comparison and to the set of individuals that
he is compared to as the comparison set.
With this background and terminology in place, the next section urns to
the standard semantics of superlatives and discusses the factors that determine the
make-up of the comparison set on the absolute reading.
2.2.2 The truth-conditions and presuppositions of superlatives
What we called theabsolute readingin section 2.1.1 is the default interpretation of
superlatives. A variety of sentences have this reading (10)and it so happens that in
some cases there is acomparative readingavailable in addition to the absolute one
(10b,c).
(10) a. Mary is the best (mom).
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b. John read the longest book.
c. Sarah gave Naomi the most expensive present.
In contrast to the comparative reading, the absolute reading is relatively
uncontroversial. This section introduces the set of assumptions that previous ap-
proaches to superlatives have in common and illustrates howt ey derive the abso-
lute reading of potentially ambiguous superlative sentences like (5) or (10b,c).
To formalize the meaning of superlatives two assumptions are standardly
made. First, gradable adjectives are taken to denote relations between individuals
and degrees as shown in (11a).3 All relations of this type are necessarily downward-
monotonic (11b).
(11) a. [high](d)(x) = 1 iff x is high to degree d
b. R is a (strictly) downward-monotonic relation relative to a scale iff
∀x, d, d′ [R(d)(x)=1 & d >d′ → R(d′)(x)=1]
(Seuren 1973, Cresswell 1976)
Secondly, the superlative morpheme is analyzed as denotinga function,
which takes three arguments: a free variable C, which introduces an implicit re-
striction on the domain of the superlative quantifier4, a relation R of type<d,et>,
and an individual. Its lexical entry is given in (12).
3For two different semantic analyses of gradable adjectivessee on the one hand Kamp 1975,
Klein 1980, and on the other hand Bartsch and Vennemann 1972,Kennedy 1997.
4The set of elements that natural language quantifiers range over is typically subject to contex-
tual restrictions. For example, a sentence likeEveryone laughed.doesn’t mean that everyone in
the world laughed (or everyone in the domain of individuals for that matter) but rather that only a
contextually salient set of people laughed. Following von Fintel 1994 the context-dependent nature
12
(12) The truth-conditions of-est(Heim 1999)
[-est](C)(R)(x) = 1 iff∃d[R(d)(x)=1 & ∀y [y 6=x & y∈C → R(d)(y)=0]]
According to this denotation the superlative morpheme ranges over some set of
salient individuals and picks out a unique individual such that its degree of R-ness
is the highest. The relation R is determined by the denotation of the adjective in
conjunction with that of the head noun.5
In addition, for superlatives to be felicitous the set of salient individuals must
be of the right sort. It must contain at least two individuals, one of whom is the topic
of comparison (13a)6, and each individual in the comparison set must have some
degree of R-ness (13b).7
(13) The presuppositions of-est(Heim 1999)
a. [est](C)(R)(x) is undefined unless x∈C & ∃y[y 6=x & y∈C]
b. [est](C)(R)(x) is undefined unless∀x[x∈C → ∃d[R(d)(x)=1]]
of the superlative quantifier is represented here as an additional argument, which is a phonetically
unrealized predicate variable that receives its value fromthe context of utterance. For further dis-
cussion of the context-dependency of natural language quantifiers and range of possible analyses,
see Vol 15, Issue 2/3 of Mind and Language.
5See chapter 4, section 4.5 for empirical motivation of why R is not determined solely by the
adjective when the superlative appears in attributive position.
6See however, Stateva 2005 for an analysis where the topic of comparison is not a member of
the comparison set.
7Groenendijk et al. 1995 and Gutierrez-Rexach 2006 argue that moreover, the individuals in
the comparison set need to be associated to different degrees of R-ness. That is, there are no two
members in the comparison set that have the same degree of R-ness.
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Equipped with these meanings for gradable adjectives and the superlative
morpheme let us now examine how the absolute reading of superlativ sentences
like (14) is derived. Example (14) is very similar to example(5) provided in section
2.1; it has the absolute reading shown in (14a), as well as thecomparative reading
given in (14b).
(14) John climbed the highest skyscraper.
a. Absolute reading
John climbed a skyscraper higher than all other skyscrapers.
b. Comparative reading
John climbed a skyscraper higher than (the skyscrapers) everyon else
climbed.
Unlike the superlative sentences in (8) or (10a), where the topic of compar-
ison was the subject of the sentence, on the absolute readingof (14) the topic of
comparison is the referent of the superlative noun phrasethe highest skyscraper.
The derivation for the absolute reading is shown in (15) and (16). The LF
indicates that the superlative morpheme is interpreted insi e the determiner phrase
containing it and has scope not only over the adjective but also over the head noun.
(15) Deriving the absolute reading





THE Superlative NP: <e,t>
EST:<<d,<e,t>>,<e,t>> <d,<e,t>>
high mountain
The meaning of the whole sentence comes out as: John climbed the unique
x such that there is a degree d, x is a d-high skyscraper and forany other y in the
domain different from x, y is not a d-high skyscraper.
(16) a. Denotation of the superlative noun phrase:
λx:x∈C.[∃d[x is a d-high skyscraper &∀y [y∈C & y 6=x → y is not a
d-high skyscraper]]]
b. Denotation of the sentence:
∃d [∃x:x∈C.x is a d-high skyscraper and John climbed x &∀y [y∈C &
y 6=x → y is not a d-high skyscraper]]
The presuppositions built into the intepretation of the superlative morpheme
ensure that the comparison set is determined by a conjunction of grammatical and
contextual factors. To be part of the comparison set on the absolute reading of
(14) a given element must fulfill two requirements: it must have some degree of R-
ness, where R is denoted by the adjective and noun constituent that the superlative
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morpheme takes scope over, and it must be contextually salient. In our case, this
means that the comparison set must consist of salient skyscrapers.
(17) The comparison set on the absolute reading
Cabsolute = set of contextually salient skyscrapers
To illustrate how the implicit restriction on the domain of the superlative
quantifier affects the intepretation of (14), let us consider two different utterance
contexts. Suppose that (14) is uttered in a conversation about skyscrapers in the
US. In this case (14) means that John climbed Sears Tower and th t he still has
some work to do before he can take on Alain Robert who climbed Taipei 101, the
tallest skyscraper in the world. If however the conversation is about skyscrapers on
all 7 continents then (14) would make a bigger claim, namely that John equalled
Alain Robert’s world record.8
This section has shown that the absolute reading is the result of the truth-
conditions of the superlative construction in conjunctionwith a set of contextual and
presuppositional constraints. The next section focuses onthe comparative reading
and discusses the constraints that determine the make-up ofthe comparison set in
these cases.
8Alain Robert is a French climber famous for scaling skyscrape s. His achievements have earned
him the nickname “Human Spider”. See the April 20, 2009 issueof The New Yorker magazine for
an editorial on him.
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2.3 Comparative readings
2.3.1 Comparative theories of superlatives
The literature on the interpretation of superlatives is centered on the comparative
reading and how it differs from the absolute one. While it is clear that the source
of this interpretation contrast is the comparison set, the way in which the compar-
ison set is constrained in comparative readings and how exactly it differs from the
comparison set in absolute readings is open to debate.
Previous analyses of superlatives concur that the pragmatic constraints re-
stricting the comparison set on the absolute reading are insufficient or inadequate in
generating comparative readings and that comparative readings involve a special re-
striction. I will refer to such approaches as comparative theories of superlatives and
present how they derive the comparative reading of (14) in the next three sections.
Comparative theories vary along three dimensions. One is the nature of the
restriction operating on the comparative reading. Anotheris whether the topic of
comparison stays the same on both readings or not. Finally, the third dimension of
variation is the semantic treatment of the definite article preceding the superlative.
The analyses described in sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.3 propose to derive the in-
terpretation contrast between absolute and comparative readings as a scope ambi-
guity and build this difference into the grammar of the superlative. Unlike on the
absolute reading where the superlative morpheme is interpreted with narrow scope
- its scope being limited to the adjectival/N’ constituent that appears to its right (cf.
sections 2.2.2 and 4.5) - on the comparative reading the superlativ morpheme is
17
argued to take wide scope; at least as wide as the verb phrase containing the su-
perlative noun phrase. Section 2.3.2 presents an analysis where the explanation for
this scope contrast is argued to be syntactic in nature. Section 2.3.3 introduces an
analysis where it is represented as an essentially semanticphenomenon.
In section 2.3.4 I describe a third type of comparative theory which instead of
resorting to scope ambiguity derives the difference between absolute and compar-
ative readings as the result of superlatives associating with focus. Under this view
comparative readings (but not absolute ones) are in part (Sharvit and Stateva 2002)
or entirely (Gutierrez-Rexach 2006) determined by focus constraints, the range of
elements in the comparison set being a function of the focus semantic value of the
sentence containing the superlative.
Out of the three types of comparative approaches only the syntactic one
(section 2.3.2) claims that the topic of comparison is not the same on both read-
ings. Finally, the contribution of the definite article is asdebated as the comparative
reading itself and each analysis has its own version of what this contribution is.
2.3.2 The comparative reading as a syntactic ambiguity
This section presents a syntactic approach to comparative readings.
Szabolcsi 1986 and Heim 1999 propose to derive the meaning cotrast be-
tween absolute and comparative readings from a syntactic contrast, where the two
readings are associated with different LFs. Specifically, they suggest that superla-
tive constructions like (14), repeated here as (18), are syntactically ambiguous be-
tween a representation where the -est operator appears inside it host determiner
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phrase (18a) and one where it appears externally (18b). As discussed in section
2.2.2 the first logical form corresponds to the absolute reading. The second logical
form is needed to derive the comparative reading.
(18) John climbed the highest skyscraper.
a. LF1: John climbed [DP the [SuperlNP -est high skyscraper].
b. LF2: John -estC climbed [DP A [SuperlNP test high skyscraper]].
Under this view, comparative readings are syntactically and semantically
special. Syntactically, they differ from absolute readings in that the -est operator
has moved from its host position inside the DP and has adjoined to an intransitive
VP. The semantic effect of this movement operation is that incomparative readings
the comparison set is very different from the one in absolutereadings. Instead of
comparing skyscrapers, we are now comparing people. Here’show this works:
when the superlative morpheme moves out of its host DP it leaves behind a trace of
type d and introduces abstraction at the landing site, as shown in (19).
(19) Deriving the comparative reading via covert movement
[IP John [-estC λd [V P climbed [DP A [SuperlNP d-high skyscraper]]]]]
The result is that the<d,et> argument of -est is no longer saturated with the de-
notation of the noun phrase, but rather with the denotation of the verb phrase (plus
lambda abstraction). This means that the comparison relation R has changed from
high skyscraperto climbed a high skyscraper. As a consequence, the range of ele-
ments that make up the comparison set also changes: we are nowcomparing people
rather than skyscrapers. Remember from section 2.2.2 that for the superlative func-
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tion to be defined all elements in the domain restriction of -est must have some
degree of R-ness. This in turn triggers a change in the topic of comparison since
superlatives encode comparison among the members of the same set. On the com-
parative reading the topic of comparison is no longer the refrent of the superlative
noun phrase, but rather the referent of the subject phrase.
(20) The comparison set on the comparative reading
Ccomparative = the set of all salient individuals such that they climbed a d-
high skyscraper
The meaning for the comparative reading is: there is a degreed such that John
climbed a d-high skyscraper and for any other y in the domain different from John,
y did not climb a d-high skyscraper (21).
(21) a. Denotation of the superlative noun phrase:
λz.[z is a d’-high skyscraper]
b. Denotation of the verb phrase (and lambda abstraction):
λd’.λx.∃z.[z is a d’-high skyscraper and x climbed z]
c. Denotation of the sentence:
∃d [∃z [z is a d-high mountain and John climbed z] &∀y [y∈Ccomparative
& y 6=John→ ¬ ∃v[v is a d-high mountain and y climbed v]]]
Note that when the -est operator extracts from the determinephrase, it is
assumed that the determinerthe is interpreted just like the indefinitea. This is
motivated by Szabolcsi’s (1986) observation that superlatives behave like definites
only on the absolute reading, while on the comparative reading they are similar to
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non-specific indefinites. This assumption also has the welcome result that -est is no
longer inside an island. If the determiner phrase containing the superlative were to
be interpreted as definite, like on the absolute reading, theextraction of -est would
have been illegitimate. Definite determiner phrases are strong islands and the covert
movement of operators is required to obey the same constraint as overt movement.
However, with the determiner being interpreted as an indefinit , -est is no longer
inside an island, since indefinites do allow extraction.
To summarize, according to the syntactic approach to superlatives, the inter-
pretation contrast between the absolute and the comparative eading is explained by
the following correlation. On the absolute reading the superlative morpheme stays
in-situ andTHE is interpreted as a definite determiner. On the comparative reading
the superlative morpheme undergoes covert movement and is iterpreted in a VP-
adjoined position. Additionally, on this readingTHE is actually interpreted as an
indefinite determiner. Manipulating the scope of -est syntactic lly ensures that the
comparison set is constrained linguistically in two different ways, each correspond-
ing to one of the two readings. On the absolute reading we compare skyscrapers
with respect to their height and the topic of comparison is the referent of the su-
perlative noun phrase, while on the comparative reading we compare people with
respect to their achievements of climbing skyscrapers and the topic of comparison
is John.
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2.3.3 The comparative reading as a semantic ambiguity
In this section I present a semantic version of the scope ambiguity approach to the
interpretation of superlatives.
Unlike the syntactic approach in the previous section, Farkas and Kiss 2000
propose to derive the contrast between the absolute and the comparative readings by
means of semantic devices. Under this view, the superlativeoperator doesn’t need
to undergo covert movement and is interpreted inside its host DP on both absolute
and comparative readings (22). Consequently, in both casesthe R argument of -est
is an adjectival/N′ constituent, never a VP.
(22) John climbed the highest skyscraper.
LF: [IP John climbed [DP the [SuperlNP -est high skyscraper ]].
Instead, Farkas and Kiss 2000 propose to capture the contrast between the
two readings by varying the interpretation of the head noun.On the absolute reading
its interpretation is very similar to that discussed in section 2.2.2.9 On the compar-
ative reading however, the head noun receives a functional interpretation, which I
will present shortly. The idea is that under the functional iterpretation the pred-
icate of the sentence containing the superlative affects the interpretation of the N’
constituent and since the N’ constituent is the R argument of-est, this essentially
widens the scope of -est.
Under this analysis the topic of comparison stays the same onboth readings
– it is the referent of the superlative noun phrase – but the range of elements in
9Farkas and Kiss (2000) actually assume that gradable adjectives denote measure functions from
individuals to degrees (as argued extensively in Kennedy 1997).
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the comparison set varies as the comparison set is subject todifferent restrictions.
On the absolute reading the comparison set consists of salient skyscrapers. On the
comparative reading it consists of sets of skyscrapers climbed by individuals in a set
B. Following Szabolcsi 1986, Farkas and Kiss 2000 claim thatcomparative readings
are possible only when the superlative associates with a focus r wh-phrase. The
set of individuals B is the set of alternatives to the focus/wh-phrase. Suppose that in
the example under discussion, the subject phraseJohnis focused. The comparison
set on the comparative reading consists of the elements in (23).
(23) The comparison set on the comparative reading
Ccomparative = the set of skyscrapers climbed by individuals other than John
To constrain the comparison set in this way Farkas and Kiss 2000 argue
that on comparative readings the head noun receives a functional intepretation as
shown in (24). In (24) the head noun bears two indices: a functio index f and an
argument index i. The function f is given by the predicate of the sentence in which
the superlative occurs. The index i is a bound variable, which is co-valued with
the variable created by the movement of the focus/wh-phrasethat the superlative
associates with. In our case the function f isclimb. It associates the individuals in
the set B with sets of skyscrapers that they climbed.
(24) Deriving the comparative reading via functional interpr tation
[highest sckyscraperif ] = highest skyscraper x such that x∈fclimb(i) and for
all b for all y, if y is a mountain and y∈fclimb(b), and i6=b, HEIGHT(x) >
HEIGHT(y)
(Farkas and Kiss 2000)
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The semantic ambiguity approach to superlatives is similarto the syntactic
ambiguity approach presented in section 2.3.3 in that in both cases on the com-
parative reading the comparison set is constrained by the predicate of the sentence
in which it occurs. On the semantic ambiguity approach however, the compara-
tive reading is no longer syntactically different from the absolute one. It is only
semantically different. The comparison set is now constrained using functional
interpretation, rather than covert movement, the result being that the topic of com-
parison stays the same on both readings. In addition, on the semantic ambiguity
approach there is no need to stipulate thatTHE is interpreted as an indefinite deter-
miner whenever the superlative noun phrase receives a comparative reading. Under
this approach,THE is treated as a definite article on both absolute and comparative
readings.
2.3.4 The comparative reading as a function of focus values
Not all comparative theories of superlatives represent thecontrast between absolute
and comparative readings as a scope ambiguity. This sectionin r duces a discourse
approach to superlatives, where this interpretation contrast is the result of focus
constraints.
There are two versions of the discourse approach: Sharvit and Stateva 2002,
and Gutierrez-Rexach 2006. Both analyses argue that comparative eadings are
focus-related.10 Specifically, comparative readings are considered to be theresult
10This generalization relies on the assumption that in English focus is only optionally marked by
prosodic prominence. See section 3.2.2 for details.
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of the superlative associating with a focus phrase11.
The discourse approach to superlatives is similar to the scope ambiguity
approach in that here too, comparative readings involve a spcial type of constraint.
Unlike the scope ambiguity approach, which restricts the comparison set via covert
movement (section 2.3.2) or functional interpretation (section 2.3.3), the discourse
approach restricts it by means of focus constraints. Here, the comparison set is
determined in part, or entirely, by the focus semantic valueof the sentence in which
the superlative occurs.
To illustrate how this works let us go back to our superlativesentence in
(14), which is reproduced below, this time with focus on the subject phrase.
(25) [John]F climbed the highest skyscraper.
Both Gutierrez-Rexach, and Sharvit and Stateva assume thatthe superlative
DP needs to QR before the focus semantic value of the sentenceca be computed.12
In doing so, the superlative DP leaves behind a trace of type eand introduces lambda
abstraction at the landing site (26a). The focus semantic value of the sentence
is obtained by replacing the focused phraseJohnwith an existential quantifier as
shown in (26b).
(26) The focus semantic value of the sentence
11Sharvit and Stateva 2002:485 argue that comparative readings may also be the result of the
superlative morpheme being focused. For them all sentenceswith a superlative contain a focused
element; when the superlative doesn’t associate with focusit is the superlative morpheme itself that
bears focus.
12See also Heim 1999.
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a. [the highestC skyscraper] [IP λx [[John]F climbed x]].
b. [IP]f = λx.∃y.[y climbed x]
The two analyses differ however, in how they use this focus semantic value
to constrain the comparison set. For Sharvit and Stateva thefocus semantic value
affects the comparison set (C) only in part - context being responsible for the rest
(cf. 27a), while for Gutierrez-Rexach it single handedly determines it (cf. 27b).13
(27) Deriving the comparative reading as a focus effect
a. C⊆ [IP]f (Sharvit and Stateva 2002)
b. C = [IP]f (Gutierrez-Rexach 2006)
Applied to our example these constraints can be re-written as in (28a) and (28b)
respectively.
(28) a. C⊆ {x |∃y.y climbed x}
b. C = {x|∃y.y∈ALT (John) & y climbed x}
(whereALT (John) is the set of alternatives to John)
In order to relate the comparison set C to the focus semantic value of the
sentence as shown in (27) or (28), an additional operation isneeded. Remember
from section 2.2.2 that the comparison set C over which the sup rlative morpheme
13Gutierrez-Rexach doesn’t give details about the nature of this constraint; he only quotes Rooth
1985, 1992. For Sharvit and Stateva the constraint is pragmatic in nature (cf. Rooth 1992). The
focus operator ~attaches at the sentence level and introduces an anaphor K which denotes a subset
of the focus semantic value of its sister. The anaphor K is assumed to have an antecedent in C, the
domain restriction of -est.
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ranges is a set of individuals. In contrast, the focus semantic value of the sentence
is a set of sets of individuals (26b). Both analyses use a unification operation to turn
the set C into a set of sets of individuals.
Integrating the constraints in (27) with the presupposition hat all the indi-
viduals in the comparison set must have some degree of R-ness, th two discourse
analyses predict that on the comparative reading of (25) thecomparison set is a set
of sets of skyscrapers climbed by relevant people. For Sharvit and Stateva both the
climbers and the skyscrapers are individuals that the context makes salient (29).
(29) The comparison set on the comparative reading (Sharvitand Stateva 2002)
Ccomparative = the set of sets of salient skyscrapers climbed by salient indi-
viduals
In contrast, for Gutierrez-Rexach only the climbers are salient and they need
to be different from John (30).
(30) The comparison set on the comparative reading (Gutierrez-Rexach 2006)
Ccomparative = the set of sets of skyscrapers climbed by salient individuals
other than John
The discourse approach and the semantic scope ambiguity analysis share a
couple of similarities, which set them apart from the LF scope ambiguity account.14
One similarity is that on both absolute and comparative readings, the topic of com-
parison is determined by the interpretation of the superlative DP, meaning that we’re
14Note that Gutierrez-Rexach’s version of the discourse approach also makes very similar predic-
tions to Farkas and Kiss 2000’s account, as the make-up of thecomparison set on the comparative
reading is the same (cf. (30) vs. (23)).
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always comparing skyscrapers. The other similarity is thatt e interpretation of the
determinerTHE heading the superlative noun phrase is independent of the meaning
of the superlative. Gutierrez-Rexach 2006 analyzesTHE as a generalized quantifier
with uniqueness requirements, whereas Sharvit and Stateva2002 claim that it is
sometimes interpreted as a definite article and sometimes asan indefinite one, but
that these two meanings stand in a free variation relation.
2.3.5 Motivating comparative theories of superlatives
The previous sections have introduced the standard view on the i erpretation of su-
perlatives according to which the comparative readings is esentially different from
the absolute reading. Unlike absolute readings, comparative readings are derived
by means of a special constraint whose nature varies from onec mparative theory
to another (cf. sections 2.3.2, 2.3.3, and 2.3.4). This section discusses the type of
empirical arguments that have been used to motivate this special constraint.
The motivation for adopting a comparative theory comes in two forms: a
strong version and a weak version. The strong version claimsthat all compara-
tive readings need to be derived by means of a comparative theory. That is to say
that comparative readings necessarily involve some special constraint that absolute
readings do not. Most comparative theories (Szabolcsi 1986, Farkas and Kiss 2000,
Gutierrez-Rexach 2006, Sharvit and Stateva 2002) fall in this strong category. They
argue that comparative readings depend on the presence of a focus or wh-phrase in
the sentence containing the superlative - in other words, they require licensing - and
that they always involve a comparison set which is constrained by the predicate of
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the sentence.
The second type of motivation for a comparative theory involves a weaker
claim according to which only a certain class of comparativereadings and superla-
tives require a comparative theory. Heim 1999 argues thatups airs de-dictoread-
ings, which are a type of comparative readings that appear ininte sional environ-
ments, can only be derived using the syntactic approach to superlatives described
in section 2.3.2. Additional support for the syntactic approach comes from unam-
biguous superlatives. These are superlatives that either lack an absolute reading or
lack a comparative reading and whose missing reading has been argued to involve
an illicit syntactic configuration (Schwarz 2004b, 2005; Teodorescu 2007). Other
comparative readings and superlatives do not necessarily involve a syntactic con-
straint, but in the absence of evidence to the contrary we canextend the syntactic
approach to account for all of them. If we did, comparative readings would form
a natural class that differs from absolute readings in theirsyntactic and semantic
properties (cf. section 2.3.2). Such an extension receivessupport from Szabolcsi’s
1986 generalization that superlatives with comparative readings, but not those with
absolute readings, behave like indefinites.
This suggests that any empirical evaluation of comparativetheories must
distinguish among them based on whether they adopt the strong or the weak claim.
In the next section I propose a non-comparative theory of superlatives where the
difference between absolute and comparative readings is due to a saliency effect
and show that it can derive all the classic comparative readings that comparative
theories derive but with a smaller set of constraints. In thenext chapter I argue that
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this non-comparative approach is empirically more adequate than both strong and
weak comparative theories.
2.4 Proposal: a non-comparative approach to superla-
tives
In contrast to the standard approach to superlatives, I propose in this section a
saliency theory of superlatives where the meaning contrastbetween absolute and
comparative readings is the result of contextual variationand where comparative
readings are possible even when the superlative does not associ te with a focus/wh-
phrase. The only difference between the two interpretations is the type of elements
that are salient in the context surrounding the superlative(section 2.4.1).
More generally, under the saliency theory superlatives have a ariety of in-
terpretations that differ from each other only in terms of the contextual restrictions
imposed on the comparison set. Under this view, there is technically no compara-
tive reading, only a variety of absolute readings - some of which are more restricted
than others. I argue that these contextual restrictions cana count for all the classic
comparative readings that comparative theories derive butin a simpler way (sec-
tion 2.4.2). In chapter 3, I provide evidence that the saliency theory is also to be
preferred on empirical grounds.
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2.4.1 The comparative reading as a saliency effect
This section presents the basic analysis of comparative readings under the saliency
theory. It is argued that there is no essential difference betwe n absolute and com-
parative readings and that the pragmatic constraints governing the interpretation of
superlatives can account for both of them.
We have seen in section 2.2.2 that the function of the superlative is to pick
out of a comparison set a unique individual such that its degree of R-ness is the
highest (31a) and that the comparison set must satisfy a number of pragmatic con-
straints: it must contain at least two individuals (31b) andit must be a subset of the
right domain of R (31c).
(31) a. [-est](C)(R)(x) = 1 iff∃d[R(d)(x)=1 &∀y [y 6=x & y∈C→ R(d)(y)=0]]
b. [est](C)(R)(x) is undefined unless x∈C & ∃y[y 6=x & y∈C]
c. [est](C)(R)(x) is undefined unless∀x[x∈C → ∃d[R(d)(x)=1]]
(Heim 1999)
In addition, like all natural language quantifiers, the domain of the superlative quan-
tifier is subject to contextual restrictions. The comparison et does not range over
all individuals that have some degree of R-ness, but rather only over those that are
contextually salient. This saliency constraint on the comparison set is represented
in (31) as a free variable C.
I propose that the meaning contrast between the absolute andthe compara-
tive reading is not syntactic or semantic in nature as the scope ambiguity approach
suggests (sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.4), but rather contextual. Under the saliency theory
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absolute and comparative readings have the same syntactic and semantic properties,
the meaning difference between the two intepretations being simply a reflection of
the different values that the free variable C receives. Here, the comparison relation
R is always determined solely by the adjective (and noun) that the superlative takes
scope over. The only contrast between superlatives with an absolute reading and
those with a comparative reading is the type of elements thatare salient in the ut-
terance context. In contrast to the discourse approach the restrictions imposed by
context on the comparison set are not necessarily a focus effect.
To illustrate this, let us consider the superlative sentence i (32). For ease
of comparison among theories, this is the same example that Iused in the previous
two sections to show how absolute and comparative readings have been analyzed in
the literature.
(32) John climbed the highest skyscraper.
The meaning assigned to superlatives in (31) entails that the comparison set
will always consist of individuals that have some degree of R-ness and are salient.
Since under the saliency theory the comparison relation R does n t change, it means
that both on the absolute and the comparative reading of (32)the comparison set
consists of individuals that arehigh skyscrapers. I suggest that the meaning dif-
ference between the two superlative interpretations follows from a saliency effect
according to which the skyscrapers in the comparison set areeith r salient in and
of themselves or are made salient by virtue of their associati n with a salient indi-
vidual.
Suppose that our sentence is uttered in a context where we aretalking about
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skyscrapers. The free variable C collects all the salient skyscrapers and our sentence
receives an absolute reading (33), where the superlative describ s an individual
whose degree of R-ness (33a) is higher than that of any other individual in the
comparison set (33b).
(33) Absolute reading
John climbed a skyscraper higher than any other skyscraper.
a. R =λd.λx. x is a d-high skyscraper
b. C =λx.[∃d.[R(d)(x)=1] & salient(x)]
c. Denotation of the superlative noun phrase
[highest skyscraper](v) = 1 iff∃d[v is a d-high skyscraper &∀y [y 6=v
& y is a salient skyscraper→ y is not a d-high sckyscraper]]
Suppose now that the same sentence appears in a context wherethe con-
versation is centered on people who climbed skyscrapers. The function of the free
variable C is to collect contextually salient individuals but it cannot pick these ones
because of the presuppositional constraint that all the elem nts in the comparison
set must have some degree of R-ness (31c). Since under the saliency theory the
comparison relation R is always determined by the denotation of the constituent
in the scope of the superlative morpheme, the free variable Cis forced to choose
among individuals that arehigh skyscrapers. I propose that the comparative read-
ing is the result of the free variable C selecting all the skyscrapers that are made
salient by virtue of their being associated with one of thesesalient individuals. The
association between the salient individuals and the corresponding skyscrapers is
not necessarily a one to one mapping. It may be that some of these salient peo-
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ple climbed more than one skyscraper. This is formalized in (34), where Assoc is
a salient function that maps salient individuals to corresponding sets of elements
such that each of these elements has some degree of R-ness.
(34) Assoc(Z) = {Assoc(z)| z∈ Z}, where
• Assoc is defined as Assoc:Z→ 2X ,
• Z is a set of salient individuals,
• X is a set of individuals that have some degree of R-ness, and
• R is a relation of type<d,et> determined solely by the meaning of the
adjective and noun that the superlative morpheme takes scope over
The meaning of our superlative sentence can then be paraphrased as in (35) where,
just like above, the superlative describes an individual whose degree of R-ness (35a)
is higher than that of any other individual in the comparisonet (35b). The differ-
ence between the absolute and the comparative reading is that n t e latter case the
skyscrapers are made salient by virtue of being associated wi h salient individuals.
(35) Comparative reading
John climbed a skyscraper higher than the skyscrapers that any other indi-
vidual climbed.
a. R =λd.λx. x is a d-high skyscraper
b. C =λx.[∃d.[R(d)(x)=1] & x∈ Assoc(z)]
(where z∈Z, a set of salient individuals)
c. Denotation of the superlative noun phrase
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[highest skyscraper](v) = 1 iff∃d[v is a d-high skyscraper &∀y [y 6=v
& y is a skyscraper & y∈ Assoc(z)→ y is not a d-high sckyscraper]]
Independent evidence showing that context can affect interpretation via a saliency
function comes from so-called paycheck sentences like (36). We understand the
pronounit in (36) to refer to a check that’s somehow associated with Fred, rather
than John.
(36) John puts his paycheck under the mattress whereas Fred always puts it into
a bank.
The saliency theory has a predecessor in Heim 1999’s pragmatic account,
but differs from it in two respects. Unlike Heim, I explicitly argue in section 3.2.1
that the association between salient individuals and the entitities denoted by the
N’ constituent that the superlative takes scope over is not necessarily given by the
predicate of the sentence. The second, and more important difference, is that here
the pragmatic approach does not need to be supplemented witha syntactic analysis
in order to account for the whole range of data. In contrast tothe weak comparative
approach advocated in Heim 1999, the saliency theory has therefor the method-
ological benefit of providing a uniform account of comparative readings.15
The next section discusses the saliency theory in more detail and shows that
it can derive all the classic comparative readings that comparative theories derive,
but without any of the special assumptions that these theories make.
15For an empirical argument against the weak syntactic theoryof Heim see sections 3.3 and 3.4.
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2.4.2 Varieties of superlative interpretations
Comparative theories account for the difference between absolute and comparative
readings of superlatives either by using a grammatical device that changes the com-
parison relation R or by resorting to a licensing requirement that analyzes compar-
ative readings as being focus-dependent. Under the saliency theory neither of these
constraints is needed. Superlatives have a variety of interpretations all of which are
the result of contextual restrictions imposed on the comparison set and comparative
readings are possible independently of whether the superlativ ssociates with a
focus/wh-phrase or not. This has a number of conceptual and empirical advantages
that I discuss below.
As discussed in section 2.2.2, there is general consensus that absolute read-
ings arise as the result of two types of constraints: a grammatical constraint accord-
ing to which the comparison relation R is determined by the adj ctive (and noun)
that the superlative takes scope over and by a set of pragmatic constraints that re-
quire the comparison set to consist of individuals that are contextually salient and
have some degree of R-ness. The context-sensitivity of superlativ s accounts for
why there are so many types of absolute readings, all of whichare restricted ver-
sions of the original absolute reading illustrated above. Consider for example the
superlative sentences in (37). In (37a) saliency narrows down the set of individuals
that have some degree of R-ness to those that arein US; in (37b) the set of salient
diamonds are those thatshe had ever seen. The contextual restrictions imposed
on the comparison set are not provided by sentence internal material only. Infor-
mation outside the sentence that contains the superlative can also narrow down the
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comparison set. This is illustrated by example (37c).
(37) a. Alain Robert climbed the highest skyscraper in US.
b. There it was: the largest diamond she had ever seen.
c. There are ten MA and thirty-five students in our department. The
smartest of the foreigners is Sasha. (from Gutierrez 2006:249)
Unlike previous approaches to superlatives, the saliency theory takes this
context-sensitivity of superlatives one step further and claims that comparative read-
ings too, are a restricted version of the absolute reading. The difference is that in
one case the elements in the comparison set are made salient in and of themselves,
while in the other they become salient by virtue of a salient fu ction that associates
salient individuals with individuals that have some degreeof R-ness. This view
allows us to subsume all the variation in the interpretationof superlatives, not just
that inside the category of absolute readings, to the more gen ral phenomenon of
context-dependency in the interpretation of natural languge quantifiers. This pro-
vides a simpler account of comparative readings, and, as we will see in the next
chapter, also a more accurate one.
In contrast to the scope ambiguity approach, the saliency theory does not
use any special constraints; here comparative readings areneither syntactically nor
semantically special. Remember from section 2.3.2 that in order to account for the
comparative reading of sentences like (32) the syntactic approach assumes that they
involve a different LF, where the superlative quantifier hasmoved from its base
position to a position that is VP adjoined. The result of thisoperation is that the
comparison relation R is no longer determined by an adjectivor N’ constituent
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but rather by an intransitive verb phrase denotation plus lambda abstraction (38a).
This means that the type of elements in the comparison set, aswell as the topic
of comparison, also change. We therefore compare people rath r than skyscrapers
(38b) and the topic of comparison is given by the referent of the subject phrase
rather than that of the superlative DP.
(38) The syntactic approach to comparative readings
R changes via covert movement of -est
a. R =λd.λx. x climbed a d-high skyscraper
b. C =λx.[∃d.[R(d)(x)=1] & salient(x)], namely
C = λx.∃d.[x climbed a d-high skyscraper & salient(x)]
Under the saliency theory, comparative readings have the sam LF that abso-
lute readings have (39), which means that no covert movementoperation is needed
and the superlative morpheme is always interpreted locally. In addition, the saliency
theory can do away with the other assumption required by the syntactic approach,
namely that the definite article preceding the superlative is interpreted as an indef-
inite whenever the superlative receives a comparative reading. In the absence of
this assumption the covert movement of the superlative quantifier is blocked by the
definite island constraint.
(39) The saliency theory (meaning of -est):
-Est is interpreted inside the DP on both readings.
[IP John climbed [DP the [SuperlNP -est high skyscraper ]].
The saliency theory also differs from the semantic approachto superlatives
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(section 2.3.3) where comparative readings involve a comparison set that is nar-
rowed down by functional interpretation. The semantic approach assumes that in
such cases the comparison relation R is determined by the N’ constituent that the
superlative takes scope over in conjunction with the predicate of the sentence and
the interpretation of the focus/wh-phrase that the superlative ssociates with.
(40) The semantic approach to comparative readings
R changes via functional interpretation
a. R =λd.λx. x is a d-high skyscraper climbed by an indvidual in Z
where Z is the set of alternatives to the focus/wh-phrase that the su-
perlative associates with
b. C =λx.[∃d.R(d)(x)=1], namely
C =λx.∃d.[x is a d-high skyscraper climbed by an individual other than
John]
Under the saliency theory there is no variation in the meaning of the head
noun between comparative and absolute readings. Its interpre ation stays the same
as in other contexts where the noun is not modified by a superlativ nd there is no
need to resort to the operation of functional interpretation.
(41) The saliency theory (interpretation of head noun):
The interpretation of the head noun stays the same on absolute and compar-
ative readings.
The intuition behind the syntactic and semantic approachesto superlatives
is that comparative readings involve a comparison set that is restricted by the frame
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of the sentence in which the superlative occurs. By using a grammatical device
that confers the superlative morpheme wide scope, they ensur that the predicate
and its other arguments affect the interpretation of the suprlative. Classic compar-
ative readings do indeed have this property, but, as I show insection 3.2.1, there
are others that do not. The saliency theory can account for both these categories.
Under the saliency theory comparative readings arise when tre is a salient func-
tion that establishes a correspondence between some set of salient individuals and
a number of individuals that have some degree of R-ness. I assume that the content
of this function is typically given by the predicate of the sentence containing the
superlative since it is the most local salient relation. At other times however, the
comparison set may be constrained by a predicate from a different sentence; pre-
sumably because this other relation is more relevant than the one expressed by the
local predicate.
The saliency theory is closely related to the discourse approach proposed
in Sharvit and Stateva 2002, and Gutierrez-Rexach 2006 (section 2.3.4), where the
interpretation contrast between absolute and comparativereadings is also argued
to be a discourse phenomenon. For these authors, though, comparative readings
are an instance of a particular type of contextual restriction, where the comparison
set is constrained by the focus semantic value of the sentence. This captures an old
observation that the position of focus affects the truth-conditions of the comparative
reading and makes the prediction that comparative readingsare possible only in the
presence of focus.
(42) The discourse approach to comparative readings
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C is constrained in part or entirely by [IP]f
a. R =λd.λx. x is a d-high skyscraper
b. C = λx.∃d.∃y.[x is a d-high skyscraper climbed by y & salient(x) &
salient(y)](Sharvit and Stateva 2002)
c. C =λx.∃d.∃y.[x is a d-high skyscraper climbed by an individual other
than John] (Gutierrez-Rexach 2006)
In contrast to the discourse approach the saliency theory argues that com-
parative readings are not dependent on the presence or the interpretation of focus.
Specifically, comparative readings can arise as a focus effect but this isn’t necessar-
ily the case. Comparative readings are also possible when there is a salient function
constraining the comparison set. This option is unavailable under the discourse
approach, where all comparative readings are analyzed as the result of focus con-
straints.
(43) The saliency theory (interpretation of focus)
Comparative readings are not necessarily the a focus effect.
As a consequence, the saliency theory can do away with the special assumption that
the discourse approach needs to make in order to account for English superlatives,
namely that in this language focus is only optionally marked, and it can account
for cases where the comparative reading is not affected by the interpretation of a
focus phrase that the superlative co-occurs with. The saliency theory also provides
a better account of Hungarian where comparative readings doseem to be available
even if there is no focus or interrogative wh-phrase present(see section 3.2.2).
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To account for those comparative readings that are affectedby the inter-
pretation of focus I propose an analysis that builds on Rooth1992 and where the
comparison set is constrained by the focus semantic value ofthe sentence only in
part, context being responsible for the rest. This is similar to Sharvit and Stateva’s
2002 analysis presented in section 2.3.4 (see also Heim 1999), but contrasts with
the one proposed by Gutierrez-Rexach 2006, where the focus semantic value of the
sentence single-handedly determines the comparison set.
To summarize, under the saliency theory superlatives have avariety of inter-
pretations which differ from each other in terms of the propeties of the surrounding
discourse. In other words, there is no categorial contrast between absolute and com-
parative readings. Rather, superlatives have a multitude of absolute readings rang-
ing from the least restricted one, where the only property that e elements in the
comparison set must satisfy is to have some degree of R-ness,to the more restricted
ones, where the elements in the comparison set are selected by virtue of having
some additional property P’ that is contextually specified.As shown above, the re-
strictions imposed by context on the comparison set may takeall sorts of forms. For
example, P’ can be specified by further noun modification or bya salient function
Assoc whose content may or may not be determined by the predicat of the sen-
tence containing the superlative. If the superlative associates with focus, then the
set of elements with some degree of R-ness is narrowed down bythe focus semantic
value of the sentence. Other properties of the surrounding discourse may influence
the comparison set.16 In the next chapter I concentrate on showing that the saliency
16As suggested by Hans Kamp (personal communication), comparative eadings may also be the
result of a contrastive topic configuration. Utterances involving a contrastive topic usually also
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theory is to be preferred to previous analyses not only conceptually – as this section
has argued – but also empirically.
2.5 Summary and discussion
This chapter proposed a non-comparative approach to superlativ s whereby the
meaning contrast between absolute and comparative readings is due to a saliency
effect. Comparative readings are argued to arise in the sameway that absolute read-
ings do, namely they too involve a comparison relation R thatis determined by the
adjective (and noun) constituent that the superlative morpheme takes scope over
and do not depend on the presence of focus. Specifically, comparative readings are
analyzed as a restricted version of the absolute reading where t comparison set
is narrowed down by a saliency function that associates salient individuals with in-
dividuals that have some degree of R-ness. In other words, the meaning difference
between comparative and absolute readings does not result from the way in which
meanings are composed, but rather from the values of a contextual variable, which
is already present in the derivation.
The use of such a variable is not particular to superlatives.Natural language
contain a focus phrase (Büring 1997, Büring 2003). Such utterances are related to two contextually
given questions at the same time as shown in (1).
(1) a. Well, what aboutFRED? What didHE eat?
b. FREDCT ate theLARGEST APPLEF .
I leave the issue of how exactly the interpretation of contrastive topics affects that of superlatives
to further research.
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quantifiers in general, have been analyzed in this way (e.g. von Fintel 1994 and
others following him), as well as other linguistic expressions and phenomena that
include adjectives (e.g. Heim and Kratzer 1998, Szabo 2001), modals (e.g. Kratzer
1981), and focus (e.g. Rooth 1992). One issue that has not been discussed here,
and which is not addressed in these other analyses either, iswhat in the context
makes the free variable get the value that it gets. I have referred to this mech-
anism using the term saliency, indicating that the individuals picked by the free
variable are somehow more prominent than others in the conversation. The notion
of saliency has been used extensively in the literature on referring expressions such
as pronouns, demonstratives, and (in)definite noun phrases(e.g. Chafe 1976, Prince
1981, Gundel et al. 1993, among many others) to indicate prominence of an object
in relation to the knowledge and attention state of the conversation participants in a
particular context, but there is very little in way of a formal account. There are nu-
merous psycholinguistic studies, especially eye-tracking experiments (Griffin 2004
and references therein), but not many linguistic attempts to describe which features
of the context are relevant for the resolution of semantic incompleteness (Stanley
and Szabo 2000). One exception is Sperber and Wilson’s 1986 theory of relevance
but even though there is now a large literature on how Relevance can explain the
way in which we fill in missing bits of meaning, it is nonetheless difficult to ex-
tract precise predictions from this very general principle. I therefore leave open
the question of the exact specification for how the value of a free variable is deter-
mined by context and argue that it is a more general problem for the field of formal
pragmatics.
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Turning now to the empirical coverage of the saliency theory, I showed that
it can account for all the classic comparative readings thatcomparative theories
derive - where the comparison set is restricted by the predicate of the sentence and
is affected by the interpretation of focus - but with a smaller s t of assumptions. In
addition, the saliency theory has the advantage of being both sufficiently lax and
sufficiently powerful. It is lax enough to capture readings that strong comparative
theories cannot derive and it is also powerful enough to account for interpretations
that the weak comparative theory claims it cannot. I discussthe e in the next chapter
and argue that the saliency theory is empirically superior to previous analyses.
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Chapter 3
Evidence for a non-comparative
approach to superlatives
3.1 Motivating the saliency theory
The previous chapter argued for a saliency theory of superlatives that can provide a
simpler analysis of comparative readings than previous analyses do. In this chapter
I bring evidence that the saliency theory has wider empirical coverage than strong
comparative theories. I also provide counterevidence to the arguments that the weak
comparative theory has raised against a purely pragmatic appro ch based on up-
stairs de-dicto readings and unambiguous superlatives.
Previous theories of superlatives argue that comparative readings are essen-
tially different from absolute readings. For instance, thescope ambiguity approach
(sections 2.3.2 and 2.3.3) portrays them as having special syntactic or semantic
properties, while the discourse approach (section 2.3.4) analyzes them as being
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focus-dependent. The motivation for this type of comparative approach to the inter-
pretation of superlatives comes in two forms: a strong claimnd a weak claim (see
also section 2.3.5). Most comparative theories (Szabolcsi1986, Farkas and Kiss
2000, Gutierrez-Rexach 2006, Sharvit and Stateva 2002) adopt the strong claim,
according to which comparative readings necessarily involve some special con-
straint that absolute readings do not. Their claim is based on the generalization that
comparative readings need to be licensed, that is, they are only p ssible when the
sentence containing the superlative also contains a focus element or a wh-phrase,
and they predict that all comparative readings involve a comparison set that is con-
strained by the predicate of the sentence containing the suprlative.
The comparative theory of Heim 1999 steers away from the claim that com-
parative readings need licensing and provides a different kind of argument for de-
riving comparative readings by means of a special constraint. In particular, Heim
1999 argues that there are certain types of comparative readings that can only be
derived using a syntactic approach to superlatives and thata pragmatic approach
where comparative readings are derived contextually cannot account for them. A
similar argument has been made on the basis of unambiguous superlatives (Schwarz
2004b, 2005; Teodorescu 2007). These are superlatives thatlack either an absolute
or a comparative reading and whose missing reading has been argued to involve
an illicit syntactic configuration. Other comparative readings and superlatives may
not necessarily involve a syntactic constraint, but Szabolcsi’s 1986 generalization
has been taken as evidence that such an extension would be on the right track.1
1See hoewever, the discussion on the interpretion of negative superlatives in sandwich scenarios
(Sharvit and Stateva 2002) and the problems that arise when analyzing the focus sensitivity of su-
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According to Szabolcsi superlatives with comparative readings - but not those with
absolute readings - behave like indefinites, suggesting that comparative readings
form a natural class. To account for this effect, the syntactic approach to superla-
tives assumes that the interpretation of the definite article preceding the superlative
(noun) phrase varies with the interpretation of the superlative, namely thatTHE is
interpreted asA whenever the superlative receives a comparative reading.
Below I provide various types of evidence that the saliency theory is to be
preferred to previous theories of superlatives. The argument is structured as follows.
First, I show that the saliency theory has broader coverage than strong comparative
theories since in addition to the classic comparative readings discussed in section
2.4.2 there also some comparative readings that strong comparative theories can-
not account for, but which are unproblematic for the saliency theory. In section
3.2.1, I argue that not all comparative readings are restricted by the predicate of the
sentence. This is unexpected under comparative theories since the mechanism that
they use to derive comparative readings entails that the comparison set is always
restricted by the meaning of the predicate. This is not so under the saliency theory,
where the content of the association function is contextually determined. In section
3.2.2, I argue that the licensing requirement that strong comparative theories adopt
runs into both conceptual and empirical problems. These problems are avoided
under the saliency theory where comparative readings are not necessarily affected
by the interpretation of focus or wh-phrases. Section 3.2.3shows that unlike what
the scope ambiguity approach predicts, comparative readings can arise even when
perlatives syntactically (Heim 1999). Both of these phenomena suggest that extending the syntactic
analysis to all comparative readings is actually rather problematic.
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locality constraints are disobeyed. Under the saliency theory where comparative
readings are derived pragmatically, this is not at all surprising. I therefore suggest
that these three types of comparative readings rule out the srong claim for compar-
ative theories.
This leaves us with the question of how the saliency theory compares with a
weak comparative theory where some comparative readings and uperlatives are de-
rived pragmatically while others are derived syntactically. In sections 3.3 and 3.4, I
re-evaluate the empirical claims that the weak comparativetheory relies on and de-
construct the arguments that have been made against a purelyragmatic approach.
Specifically, I show in section 3.3 that theupstairs de-dictoreading, which is a type
of comparative reading that appears in intensional environments and which Heim
1999 argued to require a syntactic analysis, is not specific to superlatives. I main-
tain that it is part of a more general phenomenon pertaining to the interpretation
of noun phrases in intensional environments and therefore,it is not an appropriate
tool for distinguishing among theories of superlatives. Insection 3.4 I discuss the
intepretation of unambiguous superlatives and show that the syntactic analyses that
have been proposed for why so-called amount superlatives lack absolute readings
run into both conceptual and empirical problems.
3.2 Comparative theories undergenerate
This section presents evidence that strong comparative theories - be they scope
ambiguity analyses (Szabolcsi 1986, Farkas and Kiss 2000),or discourse analyses
(Sharvit and Stateva 2002, Gutierrez-Rexach 2006) - undergen ate. I introduce
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three new types of comparative readings and argue that, unlike strong comparative
theories, the saliency theory of superlatives is much more ve satile and can account
for all of them.
3.2.1 The predicate doesn’t always restrict the comparisonset
Each of the three strong comparative theories - the syntactic nd the semantic scope
ambiguity analyses, as well as the discourse approach - predict that comparative
readings always involve a comparison set that is restrictedby the predicate of the
sentence. In this section I explain why they make this prediction and then provide
evidence that, in fact, this restriction doesn’t always apply. Finally, I show that the
saliency theory can easily generate the unexpected examples.
To account for the meaning contrast between absolute and comparative read-
ings, the syntactic scope ambiguity analysis (section 2.3.2) varies the relation R that
forms the basis of comparison. Normally, the relation R is given by the N’ con-
stituent that the superlative scopes over, but the syntactic s ope ambiguity analysis
proposes that comparative readings are different. Specifically, omparative readings
are argued to correspond to a syntactic configuration where tsuperlative operator
has moved covertly and scopes over the verb phrase (section 2.3.2). As a conse-
quence, the comparison relation R is no longer given by the denotation of an N’
constituent, but rather by the denotation of the VP. Since the presuppositional con-
tent of superlatives requires all members of the comparisonset to have some degree
of R-ness (section 2.2.2), this means that on comparative readings the comparison
set is always restricted by the predicate of the sentence.
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The other two strong comparative theories resort to a different strategy,
which is to use an additional constraint on the comparison set. The semantic scope
ambiguity analysis claims that on comparative readings thehead noun receives a
functional interpretation, whereby its denotation is restricted by the predicate of the
sentence in conjunction with the interpretation of the focus/wh-phrase that the su-
perlative associates with (section 2.3.3). The discourse appro ch proposes that on
comparative readings the comparison set is constrained either in part or entirely by
the focus semantic value of the sentence (section 2.3.4). The effect of this constraint
is that the (contextually relevant) elements in the comparison set must satisfy the
property given by the predicate of the sentence in which the sup rlative occurs.
This discussion suggests that abstracting away from the particul r details of
how strong comparative theories derive the comparative reading, they all end up
using the predicate of the sentence to restrict the comparison set.
(44) John climbedthe highest mountains.
(45) a. Szabolcsi 1986:
John climbed a mountain higher than anyone else climbed.
b. Farkas and Kiss 2000, Gutierrez 2006:
John climbed a mountain higher than any of the mountains climbedby
other people.
c. Sharvit and Stateva 2002:
John climbed a mountain higher than any of the salient mountains
climbedby salient individuals
Farkas and Kiss 2000 have explicitly argued for this type of constraint based
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on a comparison between dependent absolute readings and comparative readings. In
both cases the interpretation of the superlative morpheme needs to make reference
to a function that pairs elements in a set X to sets of elementstha have some degree
of R-ness. They claim however, that only in the case of dependent absolute readings
is this function provided contextually. In the case of comparative readings it is
necessarily determined by the predicate of the sentence containing the superlative.
To illustrate this, let us first consider the example in (46),where a definite
noun phrase appears in the scope of a universal.
(46) Every child ate the cookie first.
When used in a context where every child was given a lunch box containing a sand-
wich and a cookie, the definite noun phraseth cookiereceives a dependent reading
on which its referent is understood as co-varying with the child. If the context does
not provide such an association, the dependent reading is absent. Similarly, the su-
perlative in (47), which is just another example of a definiteoun phrase, can also
receive a dependent reading if the context is appropriate.
(47) Every student climbed the highest mountain.
When (47) is uttered in a context where each element of the setof students is as-
sociated with some set of mountains, it receives the dependent reading shown in
(48). According to this reading, the interpretation of the superlative co-varies with
the interpretation of the variable bound by the universal, that is, the referent ofthe
highest mountainvaries with the referent for the noun phrasestudent.
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(48) Dependent absolute reading:
For every student x, x climbed the mountain that was highest among the
mountains associated with x.
When no pairing between students and sets of mountains is contextually salient,
example (47) is interpreted as in (49). On this reading, the superlative picks out
the mountain that ranks highest in a contextually salient set of mountains and the
predicate of the sentence then relates it to the universallyquantified subject phrase.
This suggests that superlatives can receive a dependent absolute reading only as
long as the context provides the required association.
(49) Regular absolute reading:
There is a mountain such that it ranks highest among all salient mountains
and every student climbed it.
Comparative readings are similar to dependent readings in that they too in-
volve the pairing of individuals in some set X with sets of entities. Farkas and
Kiss 2000 argue that this pairing cannot, however, be contextually determined as
in the case of dependent absolute readings. They base their claim on the following
minimal pair. Given a context where there is a salient function photographthat
associates individuals in X with sets of mountains (50), thesuperlative sentence in
(51) can receive a dependent absolute reading where the comparison set is narrowed
down to mountains photographed (52).
(50) Context:
Every individual x in a relevant set X has photographed some set of moun-
tains.
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(51) Everyone climbed the highest mountain.
(52) Dependent absolute reading
For every individual x in X, x climbed a mountain higher than any of the
mountains x photographed.
In contrast, they propose that when the sentence in (53) is used in the same context,
the superlative morpheme cannot make reference to this salient ssociation and the
range of elements in the comparison set can only be narrowed by the predicate of
the sentence. In other words, only the comparative reading in (54b) is possible; the
one in (54a) is not.
(53) John climbed the highest mountain.
(54) Comparative reading
a. # John climbed the highest mountain among the
mountains photographed.
b. John climbed the highest mountain among the
mountains climbed.
When Farkas and Kiss 2000 make this claim they do not however,provide
any actual context. Once we do that we see that comparative readings too, can be
affected by a predicate other than the one in the sentence containing the superlative.
If the superlative sentence in (55b) is uttered as a continuation to (55a) it can receive
either of the two interpretations in (56), where the comparison set is constrained by
the non-local predicatephotographed.
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(55) a. Everyone photographed mountain lions over Spring break.
b. John took a gun and shot the fiercest lion.
(56) Comparative reading
John shot the fiercest lion among the lions anyone/he photographed.
Such comparative readings remain unexplained under strongc mparative theories
where all comparative readings are constrained by the predicate whose argument is
the superlative noun phrase. The saliency theory is much more flexible since the
content of the Assoc function that gives rise to comparativereadings does not need
to be determined by the local predicate (see section 2.4). Assuch, comparative
readings like (56) are not at all surprising.
(57) The saliency theory:
John shot the fiercest lion among the lions associatedwith salient individu-
als.
3.2.2 Comparative readings do not need licensing
Based on evidence from Hungarian and/or English, supporters of strong compara-
tive theories argue that comparative readings require somes rt of licensing, that is,
that they are only possible in certain contexts. Specifically, they claim that compara-
tive readings are contingent on the presence and interpretation of focus/wh-phrases.
Below I introduce these data and the generalizations that have been proposed and
argue, contra strong comparative theories, that there is nol censing requirement and
that comparative readings are not necessarily grammatically constrained by the in-
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terpretation of focus or of wh-phrases. Strong comparativetheories cannot account
for such comparative readings, but the saliency theory can.
Szabolcsi 1986, followed by Farkas and Kiss 2000, note that the Hungarian
sentences in (58) and (59), where the superlative phrase associ tes with a focus or an
interrogative wh-phrase, have both an absolute and a comparative eading.2. Note
that in this language the presence/absence of a focused constitue t is syntactically
marked by word order.













“It was John who climbed a higher mountain than any other mountain.”
“It was John who climbed a higher mountain than anyone else climbed.”













2Sometimes the superlative’s association with an interrogative wh-phrase is not sufficient for
the comparative reading to be available.Whyandwhenquestions cannot license the comparative
















“Why did John climb the highest mountain?” (Szabolcsi)
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“Who climbed a higher mountain than any other mountain?”
“Who climbed a higher mountain than anyone else climbed?”
In contrast, they argue that sentences with a superlative but no focus or wh-item
cannot have a comparative reading. Example (60a) is claimedto be unambiguously
interpreted with an absolute reading. Example (60b), wherethe superlative lacks
an absolute reading, is marked as ungrammatical.











“John climbed a higher mountain than any other mountain.”













“Janos drank less wine than anyone else.”
The licensing requirement for comparative readings in Hungarian can be
summarized as in (61).
(61) Licensing comparative readings in Hungarian:
When the superlative does not co-occur with a focus or wh-phrase, compar-
ative readings are absent and amount superlatives are ungrammatical.
In English the situation appears to be somewhat different since compara-
tive readings are also possible in the absence of a focus or inter ogative wh-phrase.
The sentences in (62) and (63), where the superlative co-occurs with a prosodically
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marked focus phrase or an interrogative phrase, have both anabsolute and a compar-
ative reading. In addition, so do sentences with flat intonati and no interrogative
wh, such as our original sentence in (14), repeated below as (64).
(62) Association with focus (both readings)
[John]F climbed the highest mountain.
(63) Association with interrogativeWH (both readings)
Who climbed the highest skyscraper?
(64) No interrogativeWH and no apparent association with focus (both readings)
John climbed the highest skyscraper.
A common assumption that strong comparative theories make is that in En-
glish focus is actually only optionally marked prosodically. Contrary to first im-
pression, English and Hungarian are therefore quite similar since in both languages
comparative readings are restricted to cases where the superlative associates with
a focus or an interrogative wh-phrase. The only difference between the two lan-
guages is the marking of focus. In Hungarian the presence of afocus phrase is sig-
nalled by word order, while in English it is typically, but not obligatorily, marked by
prosody. The licensing requirement for comparative readings English is therefore
expressed as in (65).
(65) Licensing comparative readings in English:
All comparative readings are the result of superlatives associating with a
focus/wh-phrase. Focus is only optionally marked.
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Unlike strong comparative theories, I argue in what followsthat there is
no licensing requirement, neither in Hungarian nor in English. I do this in two
ways. First, I present evidence that there is no distributional constraint according to
which comparative readings are available only when the superlative co-occurs with
a focus or wh-phrase. Secondly, I provide evidence that comparative readings do
not depend on the interpretation of focus or wh-phrases.
According to Szabolcsi 1986, as well as Farkas and Kiss 2000,superlatives
cannot have a comparative reading unless there is also a focus or wh-phrase present
in the sentence. Amount superlatives, which lack absolute readings, are claimed
to simply become ungrammatical in such environments (Farkas and Kiss 2000).
The example in (66) shows that neither of these claims holds if there is sufficient
context provided. The sentence in (66b), contains a superlativ but no a wh-phrase
or a focus phrase - as the position of the perfective marker indicates. However, when
uttered as a continuation to (66a), it is perfectly grammatical and is understood with
a comparative reading, which compares John to his brothers (67).

























“Janos drank the most beer and climbed the highest mountain.”
(67) Comparative reading:
John drank more beer than his brothers and climbed a higher mountain than
they did.
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Invalidating the licensing requirement for English is somewhat trickier since
strong comparative theories assume that in this language focus is only optionally
marked by prosody. I propose that we need to abandon this assumption since it is
conceptually problematic in several respects. One issue isthat it makes it basically
impossible to define an elsewhere case for English (65), as wedid for Hungarian
(61), since it is not clear how one would test for the presence/absence of focus
when focus is not prosodically marked but the comparative reading is present. This
suggests that the licensing requirement in (65) is not a testble condition, and it
therefore looks more like a theoretical construct than an empirical generalization.3
The other issue is that this assumption generates some curious patterns in
connection to the focus sensitivity of superlatives. Strong comparative theories
interpret the requirement in (65) to show that, in the absence of a wh-phrase, com-
parative readings are necessarily the product of licensingby focus. Each of them
has a different way of implementing this (cf. discussion in sections 2.3.4 and 3.2.3),
but what is relevant is that in all cases focus (supposedly) constrains the compari-
son set. This accounts for why the position of the focus phrase affects the type of
comparative reading a sentence can receive4, but also has some unwelcome results.
Let us first consider examples (68a) and (68b), in which the superlative as-
sociates with a prosodically marked focus phrase. Both sentences have an absolute
3In addition, it implies that the association of superlatives with focus is obligatory, unless the
superlative associates with a relative wh-phrase, or the sup rlative morpheme itself is focused, or
the comparative reading is absent, which is a rather weird generalization.
4This is an old observation in the literature on superlativesthat goes back to at least Jackendoff
1972.
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and a comparative reading. The absolute reading is the same and is given in (69a),
but the comparative reading differs. Sentence (68a) has thecomparative reading in
(69b), and sentence (68b) has the comparative reading in (69c). This interpretation
contrast suggests that comparative readings have different truth conditions depend-
ing on the position of focus, which is exactly what strong comparative theories
predict.
(68) a. [Sarah]F gave Levin the largest cupcake.
b. Sarah gave [Levin]F the largest cupcake.
(69) a. Absolute reading:
Sarah gave Levin the largest cupcake.
b. Comparative reading for (68a):
Sarah gave Levin a larger cupcake than anyone else gave him.
c. Comparative reading for (68b):
Sarah gave Levin a larger cupcake than she gave anyone else.
In other cases however, the requirement that (in the absenceof a wh-phrase)
comparative readings are necessarily dependent on the interpretation of focus has
unwelcome results. One of them is that it generates some curious patterns in cases
where focus is not prosodically marked. Strong comparativetheories that rely on
(65) have to say that the sentences in (62) and (64) have the same comparative read-
ing because in both cases the focus is onJ hn, but in (64) this is not prosodically
marked. Transitive and ditransitive sentences with neutral intonation and no wh-
phrase appear to behave differently however, and there is noobvi us explanation as
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to why this would be so. As Szabolcsi 1986 notes, the sentencein (70a) below, has
the same comparative reading as that in (70b), where the object Bill is prosodically
marked as being focused. This comparative reading is different from the one in
(70c), where the subject phraseJohnis instead prosodically marked as focused.
(70) a. John showed the highest mountain to Bill.
(John showed Bill a higher mountain than he showed anyone else.)
b. John showed the highest mountain to [Bill]F .
(John showed Bill a higher mountain than he showed anyone else.)
c. [John]F showed the highest mountain to Bill.
(John showed Bill a higher mountain than anyone else showed him.)
The reason why a transitive sentence with neutral intonatioand no wh-phrase, like
the one in (62), has a comparative reading that suggests a focused subject, while
the similar di-transitive sentence in (70a) has a comparative reading that suggests a
focused object is mysterious.5
Another unwelcome result is that strong comparative theories do not ac-
count for comparative readings that arise in the presence ofa prosodically marked
focus phrase, but where the comparison set is not constrained by focus. Heim 1999
mentions the following dialogue, where the question in (71)is answered with the
sentence in (72). The answer contains a superlative and a prosodically marked focus
phrase,plant.
(71) How does one win this contest?
5Szabolcsi 1986:249 suggests that this might be due to the fact that “one ought to make a prosodic
effort to get Focus on the subject”, but this seems rather ad-hoc.
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(72) By putting the tallest [plant]F on the table.
If the context makes salient a set of plants put by somebody onthe table sentence
(72) can have the comparative reading in (73), where the comparison set is not
affected by the interpretation of the focus phrase.
(73) Comparative reading:
By putting a taller plant on the table than any of the plants put by other
contestants.
Strong comparative readings – where, in the absence of a wh-phrase, all compara-
tive readings depend on the interpretation of focus – can notaccount for this read-
ing.
To summarize our discussion so far, I argued contra strong comparative the-
ories that comparative readings do not require licensing, that is, they do not depend
on the presence or interpretation of focus/wh-phrases. I re-evaluated the data that
these previous theories present and showed that in Hungariacomparative read-
ings are actually possible even in the absence of a licensingelement. In the case
of English I proposed that we need to abandon the assumption that focus is only
optionally marked because this is conceptually flawed. I also provided evidence
that, unlike what strong comparative theories predict, comparative readings are not
dependent on the interpretation of focus even when the superlativ co-occurs with
a prosodically marked focus phrase.
Since under the saliency theory there is no licensing requirment, the com-
parative readings in (67) and (73) are not that surprising. The context provides a
salient association function, which in turn restricts the comparison set as discussed
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in section 2.4. Under strong comparative theories these comparative readings are
left unexplained.
3.2.3 Comparative readings can disobey locality constraints
The strong comparative theory of Szabolcsi 1986 argues thatall comparative read-
ings are derived syntactically. Her claim is based on the fact that comparative
readings need to be licensed and that the class of licensors,which includes focus
phrases, interrogative wh-phrases, and relative wh-phrases, can only be described
uniformly in syntactic terms. The previous section provided empirical arguments
against the licensing requirement showing that it is actually too restrictive. Here I
would like to discuss another prediction that this theory makes, namely the locality
constraints on the availability of comparative readings.
Remember from section 2.3.2 that the syntactic approach to superlatives de-
rives comparative readings by means of movement. Accordingto Szabolcsi, com-
parative readings are possible only when the superlative morpheme moves out of
the superlative noun phrase and takes scope over a licensingvariable, that is, a vari-
ble associated with one of the licensing operators.6 The movement of -est is at least
as high as the VP immediately containing the superlative.7 To illustrate let us con-
sider the sentence in (74a). Abstracting away from the licensing requirement, its
6In the transformational grammar literature, focus, interrogative-wh, and relative-wh phrases are
all syntactic operators. When they move out of their base position they leave behind a trace, which
is interpreted as a variable.
7Szabolcsi actually assumes that the superlative morpheme attaches at the IP rather than the VP
level, but see Heim 1999 for a semantic argument that the landing site needs to be an intransitive VP.
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comparative reading (74b) corresponds to the LF in (74c).
(74) Comparative readings and covert movement
a. Mary got the fastest car.
b. “Mary got a faster car than anyone else”.
c. LF: Mary -est [V P got [SuperlDP A ti fast car.]]
If the superlative adjective appears in an embedded clause as in (75), -est can even
take scope over the matrix VP. The question in (75) can have two comparative
readings: a regular one which involves a comparison set thatis restricted by the
embedded VP (75a), and an extra-wide comparative reading where t e comparison
set is restricted by the matrix VP (75b).8
(75) Who expected [Mary to get the fewest letters?]
a. Wide scope of -est
“Who expected Mary to get fewer letters than anybody else got?”
b. Extra wide scope of -est
“Who expected Mary to get fewer letters than anybody else expected
her to get?”
Since covert movement is in principle subject to the same restrictions that
overt movement is, we can test the syntactic approach to superlativ s with an island
configuration. Islands are a hallmark diagnostic for testing movement, so we would
8According to Szabolcsi there appear to be some restrictionshat block the extra-wide scope of
-est out of finite clauses, but not out of subjunctive or infinitival clauses.
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expect that a superlative embedded inside a relative clausecannot have a compara-
tive reading where the superlative morpheme takes extra-wide scope as that would
be an island violation.
Consider for instance the examples in (76). Contrary to whatt e strong
version of the syntactic theory predicts, the extra wide scope reading is available.
The sentence in (76a) can have a reading where the man that John met is compared
to men met by other people. The sentence in (76b) can too, havea comparative
reading where the comparison set is restricted by the matrixpredicate.
(76) Islands and extra wide scope of -est
a. John met the man [who had the fastest car.]
“John met a man who had a faster car than any of the cars owned by
men that friends of John met.”
b. John met the man [who drove fastest].
“John met a man who drove faster than any of the men that friends of
John met.”
These examples, in conjunction with those presented in the previous two
sections, suggest that any syntactic approach to superlativ s that adopts the strong
claim and derives all comparative readings by movement of -est will undergenerate.
This does not rule out the syntactic approach to superlatives completely, but forces
us to retreat to a weak syntactic comparative theory where only some comparative
readings are derived syntactically, while others are pragmatic in nature. Evidence
for this type of weak syntactic theory comes from a set of comparative readings and
superlatives that have been argued to require a syntactic analysis. I discuss these in
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the next two sections.
3.3 Comparative readings claimed to require a syn-
tactic analysis
The previous section has shown that we need the saliency theory in rder to account
for a number of comparative readings that strong comparative theories cannot gen-
erate. Since the saliency theory can also derive all the classi comparative read-
ings that these theories derive, it seems that we can do away with the comparative
approach altogether. However, it has been argued that this cannot be the case be-
cause there are certain comparative readings (Heim 1999) and certain superlatives
(Schwarz 2004b, 2005; Teodorescu 2007) which require a syntactic analysis. The
strongest argument for a weak comparative theory of this sort, where some com-
parative readings are derived pragmatically while others are derived syntactically,
comes from the upstairs de-dicto reading. This is a reading that becomes avail-
able when superlatives are embedded in intensional contexts. I discuss this reading
below and show that it does not constitute an argument against the aliency theory.
When superlatives appear in intensional contexts they can have several types
of readings. To illustrate, let us consider (77), where the superlative DPthe highest
mountainis embedded under the intensional verbwant.
(77) John wants to climb the highest mountain.
Example (77) has four regular readings: two de-re readings (78) and two de-dicto
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comparative readings (79). Within each of these categoriesth re is a further dis-
tinction between absolute and comparative readings, as shown below.
(78) DE-RE (the superlative DP outscopeswant)
a. De-re absolute:
compares the height of the relevant actual mountains.
b. De-re comparative:
compares the height of actual mountains climbed by the relevant climbers
in their wish-worlds, i.e., John is the most ambitious climber among all.
(79) DE-DICTO (the superlative DP is interpreted in the scope ofwant)
a. De-dicto absolute:
compares the height of the relevant non-actual mountains, i.e., in all
of his wish-worlds, John climbs some non-actual mountain which is
higher than any other non-actual mountains.
b. De-dicto comparative:
compares the height of non-actual mountains climbed by the relevant
climbers in their wish-worlds, i.e., John is the best (non-actu l) climber.
These readings can be derived either syntactically or pragmatically, so they are not
a decisive factor in choosing between the weak syntactic theory and the saliency





John1 wants t1 to climb [theESTC λd d-highest mountain].
b. De-dicto comparative:
John1 wants t1 [ESTC λd to climb the d-highest mountain].
c. De-re absolute:
John1 [the ESTC λd d-highest mountain]λ2 wants t1 to climb t2
d. De-re comparative:
John1 ESTC λ1 [theλd d-highest mountain]λ2 wants t1 to climb t2
(LFs from von Stechow 2008)
Under the pragmatic analysis, there are only two LFs, which correspond to the de-




John1 wants t1 to climb theESTC λd d-highest mountain.
(the comparison set is relativized to worlds)
b. De-re absolute/comparative:
John1 [the ESTC λd d-highest mountain]λ2 wants t1 to climb t2
Heim 1999 notes that, in addition to these four regular de-reand de-dicto
readings, there is also a fifth reading, which Sharvit and Stateva (2002) labelup-
stairs de-dicto. The upstairs de-dicto reading becomes salient in scenarios like the
following. Suppose that someone conducts a survey asking the question:How high
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a mountain do you want to climb?and the respondents John, Bill, and Mary answer
as in (82).
(82)
John: I want to climb a mountain that is 6000m high.
Bill: I want to climb a mountain that is 5000m high.
Mary: I want to climb a mountain that is 3000m high.
The results of the survey can be reported by utteringJohn wants to climb the highest
mountain.Since in this context no one wants to climb a particular mountain, this
eliminates the absolute and comparative de-re readings from the range of possible
interpretations. If no one cares about the height of the mountain to be climbed rel-
ative to other mountains, the absolute de-dicto reading is also ruled out. Finally,
suppose that no one cares how high a mountain anyone else willclimb. This ex-
cludes the possibility of having a comparative de-dicto reading. The interpretation
that we are left with is the split-de-dicto reading, which according to the syntactic
analysis compares wishes rather than mountains or mountainclimbers.
Heim 1999 suggests that upstairs de-dicto readings such as this one are ex-
tremely difficult to derive if comparative readings are justa matter of contextual
variation. She proposes two possible contextual restrictions and then argues that
neither of them is actually able to derive the upstairs de-dicto reading (see also dis-
cussion in Sharvit and Stateva 2000). (83) would not give us the right meaning
because any world where John climbs a 6000m mountain is a world hich meets
his wishes. But (83) excludes some of these worlds - worlds where e climbs a
6000m mountain and other members in the comparison set are high r mountains.
(83) John wants0 [1 [PRO to climbw1 [(the) [estC [high mountainw1]]]]]
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C = all the mountains that either John, Bill or Mary climbed inall the worlds
compatible with their wishes
Relativizing the comparison set to worlds, as implied by (84), would not help either.
If we require that in each of John’s wish-worlds, he climbs a mountain higher than
Mary or Bill climb, we obtain the comparative de dicto reading. But for the upstairs
de-dicto reading it does not matter whether in his wish-worlds, John’s mountain is
higher or lower than the mountains climbed by the others.
(84) John wants0 [1 [PRO to climb-w1[(the) [est-f1 [high mountain-w1]]]]]
Another option is to have the function f collect, in each of the worlds compatible
with John’s wishes, mountains that are of exactly the lowestd gree possible for
each individual in the set {John, Bill, Mary}. This doesn’t work either, because
the survey only indicates the lower limit of everybody’s wishe . So among the
worlds compatible with John’s wishes there are bound to be worlds where he climbs
mountains higher than 6000m.
Heim concludes that upstairs de-dicto readings cannot be derive pragmat-
ically, at least not given standard assumptions about the interpretation of noun
phrases in intensional contexts, and argues that the availability of upstairs de-dicto
readings is therefore a persuasive argument for a syntacticanalysis of superlatives.
The syntactic analysis can easily derive the upstairs de-dicto reading with the LF in
(85).
(85) JohnESTC 1 [wishes to climb [ A [t1 high mountain] ] ].
Under this approach the interpretation contrast among the three types of de-dicto
71
readings - absolute, comparative, and upstairs de-dicto - is the effect of covert move-
ment. When the superlative morpheme stays inside the superlativ noun phrase we
get the absolute reading (80a). When it moves out and takes scope over the em-
bedded verb as in (80b) we get the regular comparative reading. Fi ally, when the
superlative takes scope over the matrix verb as in (85) we getthe special upstairs
de-dicto reading. This extra-wide scope is not specific to inensional contexts as
example (75) in section 3.2.3 showed.
Unlike Heim 1999, Sharvit and Stateva 2002 argue that upstairs de-dicto
readings can actually be derived pragmatically and that thus ere is no need for
the superlative operator to move. They suggest that the superlativ DPthe highest
mountainis interpreted as an individual in the regular de-re and de-dicto readings,
but as a property in the upstairs de-dicto reading. The idea is to getJohn wants to
climb a mountain that is 6000m highandJohn wants to climb the highest mountain
to mean the same thing. For this analysis to work they need to assume that on
comparative readings the comparison set is always constraied by focus. We have
seen however, in section 3.2.2 that such an assumption makesincorrect predictions.
Does this mean that upstairs de-dicto readings are indeed anargument against
the purely pragmatic approach to superlatives advocated under the saliency theory?
I argue that the answer is negative. First, the syntactic analysis claims that the
superlative quantifier can take wide scope. This is not out ofthe ordinary if we
think of individual quantifiers, which can often do so. Thereis however, a debate
on whether degree quantifiers do indeed resemble their individual counterparts this
way (cf. Kennedy 1997; Heim 2000; Schwarzschild and Wilkinson 2002; and many
72
others)9, and - independently of the presence of comparative readings - the superla-
tive quantifier stands out as having very limited scopal prope ties (Stateva 2002).
Secondly, and more importantly, the argument for a syntactic analysis and
against a pragmatic account is based on the idea that upstairs de-dicto readings are
a phenomenon that pertains to the semantics of superlatives. However, regular noun
phrases that are not modified by a superlative can also have aninterpretation like
the upstairs de-dicto reading. Consider for instance example (86).
(86) Fred wants to eat a red tomato.
This sentence can be used to describe a situation in which Fred is blind and all he
wants to eat is a juicy tomato. This means that there is no particular tomato that
Fred wants to eat, which rules out the de-re reading, and thathe does not care about
the tomato being red or not, which rules out the de-dicto reading. All Fred cares is
for the tomato to be tasty. This interpretation is very much like the upstairs de-dicto
reading of (77) where John doesn’t want to climb any particular mountain and he
does not care about the height of the mountain with respect toother mountains. All
John wants is that he climb a mountain that has the property ofbeing 6000m high.
This suggests that the upstairs de-dicto interpretation isnot specific to superlatives
and therefore that it is not an effect that needs to be built into the semantics of the
superlative.10
9Note also that in contrast to QR whose landing site is an IP-adjoined position, the landing site
of the superlative quantifier is VP-adjoined.
10See Schwager 2009 for an analysis of this type of interpretation.
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3.4 Amount superlatives
The discussion about the interpretation of superlatives has so far revolved around
ordinary superlatives likehighestandmost beautiful, which have both absolute and
comparative readings. In this section I focus on a differenttype of superlatives,
namely amount superlatives likemost, whose interpretation is restricted to com-
parative readings (Gawron 1995, Szabolcsi 1986, Farkas andKiss 2000). Such su-
perlatives have been claimed to require a syntactic analysis where absolute readings
are ruled out because they correspond to an illicit syntactic configuration (Schwarz
2004b, 2004a; Teodorescu 2007). As such, amount superlativs provide an ar-
gument in favor of a weak comparative theory and against the sali ncy theory of
superlatives. Below I evaluate the syntactic analyses thathave been proposed for
amount superlatives and show that they run into conceptual and empirical problems.
This removes the argument against the saliency theory. Since the syntactic analyses
of amount superlatives are based on data from both English and Romanian I discuss
the two languages in parallel.
The discussion is organized as follows. In section 3.4.1 I provide a morpho-
logical definition of amount superlatives and show that unlike ordinary superlatives
they have a limited range of interpretations and a restricted distribution. At first
sight, the fact that the interpretation contrast correlates with a syntactic contrast
seems to welcome a syntactic approach to the behavior of amount superlatives. In
sections 3.4.2 and 3.4.3 I discuss two such analyses and point out that they are
both problematic. In the course of the discussion we’ll see that he distribution
pattern of amount superlatives in English and Romanian is more similar than the
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data in section 3.4.1 lets on and that it actually calls for a non-syntactic analysis.
Under the saliency theory the interpretation contrast betwe n amount and ordinary
superlatives follows from the fact that the former convey comparison of cardinali-
ties/amounts, while the latter encode comparison of properties.
3.4.1 Amount superlatives in English and Romanian
This section introduces the morphological, semantic, and word order properties of
amount superlatives in English and Romanian, and how they contrast with those of
ordinary superlatives.
Many languages make a morphological distinction between two classes of
superlatives: ordinary versus amount superlatives. Ordina y superlatives consist of
a gradable adjective or adverb plus the corresponding superlativ morphology. In
English the corresponding superlative morphology comes insynthetic and analytic
varieties depending on the length of the gradable adjectiveor adverb (87-88). In
Romanian there is no variation of this sort and the superlative morphology is always
analytic, as shown in (89). For ease of reference, the superlatives appear between
square brackets.
(87) English ordinary superlatives (synthetic)
a. John saw the [highest] building.
b. John ran the [fastest].
(88) English ordinary superlatives (analytic)
a. John married the [most beautiful] girl.
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b. That is the [least important] of the problem.
































“Anca climbed the least high peak.”
In contrast to ordinary superlatives, amount superlativesar a closed class.11
They are the superlative form of a small number of amount items. In English these
items aremuch, many, little, or few(90).12 In Romanian there are only two amount
itemsmult, “many/much” andpuţin, “few/little”; they inflect for plural when the
modified noun is count (cf. (91a,b) vs. (91c,d)). Note that inEnglish the amount
superlativesmostandleastare identical in form to the analytic superlative markers
in (88), but differ from the latter in that they combine with the noun rather than the
adjective.13
11I use the term amount superlatives rather than quantity superlativ s, as I did in previous
work, in order to maintain a uniform terminology for superlatives and relative clauses that rely
on amount/quantity morphology.
12Bresnan 1973 argues thatmanyandmuchshare the same comparative and superlative forms,
which aremoreandmostrespectively.
13The Cambridge English Grammar (Huddleston et al. 2002) describes amount superlatives as
having mixed adjectival and determiner properties and classifie the analytic superlative markers
mostand leastas adverbs. In Romanian this type of categorization is evident from the agreement
pattern since adjectives and determiners bear agreement markers, while adverbs don’t. When the
amount itempuţin appears in an amount superlative it inflects for gender and number (cf. 91b and
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(90) English amount superlatives
a. Dan saw the [most] countries.
b. Cingular has the [fewest] dropped calls.
c. Czechs drink the [most] beer per capita in the world.
d. The pretzels have the [least] fat.






























































“Florin read the fewest novels.”
This morphological distinction between the two classes of superlatives cor-
relates with a semantic distinction. Unlike ordinary superlatives, which typically
have multiple interpretations, amount superlatives have amuch more limited range
of meanings. We have seen in chapter 2 that English ordinary superlatives can have
91b) but when it appears as an analytic marker in ordinary superlatives it doesn’t (89b). There is a
question of whether amount items are somehow related to their homophones in ordinary superlatives,
but I will not address it here.
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both so-called absolute and comparative readings. In Romanian too, ordinary su-
perlatives can have both of these interpretations. For example, depending on the
utterance context, the superlative sentence in (89a) can beund rstood either as in
(92a) or as in (92a).
(92) Interpretation of ordinary superlatives
a. Absolute reading:
Anca climbed a peak higher than any other peak.
b. Comparative reading:
Anca climbed a peak higher than (the peaks) anyone else climbed.
In contrast, amount superlatives have been argued to be systmatically unambigu-
ous: they can have a comparative reading but not an absolute reading (cf. Gawron
1995 for English, and Szabolcsi 1986 and Farkas and Kiss 2000for English and
Hungarian). That is to say that the English superlatives in (90) can only be inter-
preted as in (93). The same is true of their Romanian counterparts in (91).
(93) Interpretation of amount superlatives
Comparative reading only
a. Dan saw more countries than anyone else.
b. Czechs drink more beer per capita than anyone else in the world.
c. Cingular has fewer dropped calls than any other company.
d. The pretzels have less fat than any other snack.
In addition, Romanian amount superlatives differ from ordinary ones not
only morphologically and semantically - as their English counterparts do - but also
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in terms of their word order properties. Unlike adjectives or ordinary superlatives,
amount superlatives are ungrammatical in post-nominal position. The examples in
(94) show that in Romanian adjectives can either precede or foll w the noun and
that the post-nominal position is the unmarked one.14 If the adjective occurs before
the noun, as in (94a), it is perceived as literary and conveyssome special attitude
on the part of the speaker - for example, that s/he considers th tory very long and
maybe tiresome. Example (3b), where the adjective follows the noun, is natural and


























“Anca told us a long story.”
Ordinary superlatives too, can occur before or after the noun but there aren’t any
interpretation differences of the sort noted with adjectives. Both the superlative in
(95a) and the one in (95b) are interpreted in the same way and neither of them is















“Anca told us the longest story."
14This is true for most adjectives. There is however, a small group of exceptions that is docu-
mented in Cornilescu (2005): some of these adjectives can occur only before the noun, others only

















In contrast to both adjectives and ordinary superlatives, amount superlatives are
restricted to the pre-nominal position (91). If amount superlatives are placed in
post-nominal position they are ungrammatical (96).





























































“Florin read the fewest novels.”
The table in (97) summarizes the properties that distinguish the class of
amount superlatives from that of ordinary superlatives: they are formed with amount
items instead of gradable adjectives (or adverbs), they lack absolute readings, and




Morphology Interpretation Word order
Ordinary superlatives gradable A absolute/comparative Rpre-N/post-N
Amount superlatives amount item comparative R only pre-N only
The semantic and distribution properties of amount superlatives are quite
surprising. We have seen in chapter 2 that the absolute reading is the default inter-
pretation of ordinary superlatives; it is the quintessenceof their meaning. As de-
tailed in section 2.2.2 absolute readings are the result of the truth-conditions of the
superlative construction - that is, of the superlative morpheme and of the gradable
adjective that bears the superlative morphology - in conjunctio with a set of pre-
suppositional and contextual constraints. If we assume that the semantics of amount
items is similar to that of gradable adjectives in that they too denote relations be-
tween individuals and degrees as exemplified in (98a) and (98b) respectively, then
the interpretation of ordinary and amount superlatives involves very similar mean-
ing components. Yet the first kind of superlatives has absolute readings but the
latter does not.
(98) Semantics of gradable items
a. [many](d)(x) = 1 iff|x| ≥ d
b. [high](d)(x) = 1 iff x is high to degree d
The distribution of Romanian amount superlatives is equally curious. If
amount items are similar to gradable adjectives, we would expect amount superla-
tives to be able to follow the noun since, as mentioned above,gradable adjectives
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and ordinary superlatives typically appear in post-nominal position.15 At first sight,
the fact that the interpretation contrast between the two varieties of superlatives
correlates with a word order contrast seems to welcome a syntctic approach to the
behavior of amount superlatives. Next, I introduce two suchanalyses and argue that
15The word order contrast between adjectives and ordinary superlatives on the one hand, and
amount superlatives on the other - as described above for Romanian - can be found in other Romance
languages as well. The examples below illustrate this for French.































“John climbed the highest mountain.”


































































“The pretzels have the least fat.
If the amount superlative is placed after the noun in the examples above they become
ungrammatical.
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they are both problematic. One derives the semantic and distribution characteris-
tics of amount superlatives from the semantics of amount items (section 3.4.2); the
other from the LF properties of amount superlatives (section 3.4.3).
3.4.2 A syntactic analysis and its problems
This section discusses a syntactic analysis of amount superlativ s that explains their
limited range of interpretations based on the semantics of am unt items. The anal-
ysis was designed for English but appears to extend easily toRomanian where the
restricted interpretation of amount superlatives correlates with a restricted distri-
bution. I show however, that upon closer examination this analysis makes certain
distribution predictions that are too restrictive for bothEnglish and Romanian, and
that, in addition, it relies on an unmotivated assumption. The argument for a weak
syntactic theory of superlatives and against the saliency theory is therefore weak-
ened.
Schwarz 2004b, 2004a suggests that the reason why amount superlatives
lack absolute readings is that amount items are not gradableadjectives, but rather
gradable determiners. This proposal builds on a similar idea n Gawron 1995 and
adopts the semantics that Hackl 2000, 2001 provides for amount items likemanyas
part of his analysis of amount comparatives (99).
(99) [many](d)(f)(g) = 1 iff∃x[f(x)=1 & g(x)=1 & |x| ≥ d]
Under this analysis, amount superlatives like (100) cannothave an absolute
reading because the corresponding LF configuration is uninterpretable (100a). The
superlative morpheme needs to combine with a relation from individuals to degrees
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like those shown in (98) but instead its sistermanydenotes a function from degrees
to relations between sets of individuals (99). This type-mis atch blocks the abso-
lute reading and forces a syntactic derivation of the comparative reading. For (100)
to be interpretable the superlative morpheme needs to move fr m its base position
and attach to the VP as in (100b). The movement leaves behind atrace of type d and
introduces lambda abstraction at the landing site, which gives us the comparative
readingDan saw more countries than any other people did.. See section 2.3.2 for
details of how the comparative reading arises under the LF-ambiguity approach.16
(100) Dan saw the most countries.
a. LFabsolute
[IP John saw [DP the [SuperlNP -est many countries]]].
b. LFcomparative
[IP John -estC λd saw [DP the [SuperlNP d-many countries]]].
Since amount items have determiner denotations, this analysis predicts that
neither them nor their superlative forms should be used in predicative position.
Example (101a) shows that similarly to regular adjectives the amount itemmany
can actually appear in post-copula position. However, Hackl 2000 argues that this
environment does not actually provide the best test for establi hing that amount
items are interpreted as genuine predicates and that other test environments should
be used, such as the complement position of the predicates like look, which does
not license Null Complement Anaphora, or the predicate position of small clauses.
16Note that under this analysis of amount superlatives the contribution of the definite determiner
the is ignored.
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The examples in (101b,c) show that regular adjectives likesophisticatedor rudeare
fine in these contexts, but the amount itemmanyis not. Englishmanycannot occur
as the complement oflook (101b) or as the predicate of a small clause (101c).
(101) a. The guests were rude/many.
b. The guests look sophisticated/*many.
c. Mary considers the guests rude/*many.
(adapted from Hackl 2001)
If we extend the analysis of English amount superlatives described above
to the Romanian data, the lack of absolute readings is immediately accounted for.
The question that remains is how to explain the special word order properties that
amount superlatives have in this language. Remember from section 3.4.1 that in
Romanian amount superlatives cannot appear in post-nominal position. If amount
items and amount superlatives are like other determiners thn t is fact is not at all
surprising. With the exception of the definite article, which s a clitic, Romanian






(un) b̆aiat (*un) (niste) b̆aieti (*niste)
a boy a some boys some
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c. Demonstrative article
acest b̆aiat *băiat(-ul) acest
this boy boy(-the) this
d. Polarity sensitive articles
(vreun) b̆aiat (*vreun) (nici un) b̆aiat (*nici un)
indef. boy indef. not a boys not a














However, the following data from Teodorescu (2007) shows that Romanian
amount items pattern with adjectives rather than determiners, contrary to what we
would expect if they were interpreted as in (99). Example (103) shows that Roma-
nian amount items can appear in post-nominal position, similarly to adjectives (94),











“S/he drank little beer.“
The examples in (104) show that, unlike determiners, Romanian amount
items can appear in a variety of predicative positions: not oly in post-copula posi-
tion (104a) as their English counterparts do, but also in thecomplement position of






















































































“Although they consider it little, the employees wait for the money with
impatience.“
This suggests that we need a different account for the behavior of amount
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superlatives in Romanian, but that it is possible to keep thesyntactic analysis of
English amount superlatives. I argue that this is not the right approach for English
either. First, English amount items are not ungrammatical in predicative position in
the way that determiners are. Amount items may not be used predicatively very fre-
quently, but such uses are possible as the Cambridge EnglishGrammar (Huddleston
et al. 2002) and the following examples from the internet attest.
(107) a. They look few, cuz I’ve only seen five movies in past 6 years.17
b. Hmmm... what are my interests?! I’ve never usually bothered to con-
sider what my actual interests are. Probably because I consider them
many and varied.18
c. That night as they sat by their sixth camp fire, Van Cortlandt pondered
over the recent days, and they seemed many since he had left home.19
Secondly, if we analyze amount items as determiners we need to assume
that the definite articlethepreceding the superlative is simply absent. The syntactic
approach to superlatives argues thatt e is interpreted as an indefinite whenever the
superlative receives a comparative reading. This explainswhy the superlative quan-
tifier can escape an otherwise definite island. Note however,that this assumption







above since once the superlative quantifier moves out of its position inside the su-
perlative noun phrase, the determinera would have to combine with a generalized
quantifier likemany countries(cf. 100b).
This section has showed that a syntactic analysis where the in erpretation
and distribution properties of amount superlatives are attribu ed to the semantics
of amount items, in particular to their having determiner meanings, is problematic
and that it therefore does not count as a counterargument to the saliency theory.
The next section will discuss a different syntactic analysis of amount superlatives,
where amount items have adjective denotations.
3.4.3 A second syntactic analysis and its problems
Below I discuss a different syntactic analysis of amount superlatives where their re-
stricted interpretation and distribution is the result of their inability to refer. I show
that it too runs into conceptual and empirical problems and therefore conclude that
the behavior of amount superlatives does not provide evidence for a weak compar-
ative theory.
Gawron 1995 notes that the inability of amount superlativesto have abso-
lute readings is related to their inability to refer. To illustrate let us consider the
following two examples.
(108) a. Brown’s campaign has been joined by the [most] volunteers.
b. Brown’s campaign has been joined by the [largest] group ofvolunteers.
Both the amount determiner phrase,the most volunteers, and the ordinary
one,the largest group of volunteers,have a comparative reading on which we com-
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pare campaigns with respect to how many volunteers joined thm. However, the
ordinary superlative in (108b) also allows a reading that the amount superlative in
(108a) doesn’t. This is the absolute reading according to which t e ordinary deter-
miner phrasethe largest group of volunteerscan refer. Suppose that there are 20
groups of volunteers that joined campaigns and that among them e British Trust
for Conservation is the group with the largest number of volunteers. On the absolute
reading, the largest group of volunteers picks out the British Trust for Conservation
and the sentence in (108b) means: Brown’s campaign was joined by the British
Trust for Conservation. Given the same scenario, the sentence in (108a) can never
mean this, which shows that the determiner phrasethe most volunteers, cannot pick
out a referent by its cardinality.
In the previous section we have seen that this interpretation contrast be-
tween amount superlatives and ordinary ones cannot be accounted for by assigning
amount items determiner denotations. In Teodorescu 2007 I proposed to analyze
amount items on a par with gradable adjectives and suggestedthat, under the syn-
tactic analysis of Heim 1999 and Szabolcsi 198620 the inability to refer of amount
superlatives follows from the fact that the interpretationof the superlative quanti-
fier co-varies with the interpretation of the definite article preceding the superlative
noun phrase. Absolute readings arise when- st is interpreted inside the DP con-
taining it on the surface and the article preceding the superlative is interpreted as
the (109a). In contrast, comparative readings correspond to anLF where-estat-
taches to a VP node and where the article preceding the superlativ is interpreted as
20See section 2.3.2, for a detailed presentation of this approach.
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a (109b). Under the assumption that definite descriptions arereferential, while in-
definite ones aren’t this analysis predicts that only superlative DPs with an absolute
reading can refer.
(109) a. Brown’s campaign has been joined by [THE -estC many volunteers].
b. Brown’s campaign -estC has been joined by [A td many volunteers]].
If we postulate that whenever the- stoperator is merged with an amount item as
its sister it must scope out of the determiner phrase containi g t on the surface and
attach at the VP level, we would block the absolute reading ofamount superlatives
and the syntactic derivation of the comparative reading would ensure that amount
superlatives are non-referential. The restricted distribu ion of amount superlatives
in Romanian can be derived from the syntax of post-nominal adjectives as follows.
Alexiadou (2001) argues that in Romance the post-nominal position is ded-
icated to relative clauses. According to her, all post-nominal adjectives have the
syntax of reduced relatives and, as such, they all have a predicative source. Evi-
dence in favor of this claim comes from a series of adjectiveswhose interpretation
varies depending on whether they occur before or after the noun. Whenever these
adjectives follow the noun, there is only one possible reading and this is the inter-
sective reading. The non-intersective reading is excludedin this position. This is





























(Pre-nominal position: poor = pitiable/*impoverished)
If the adjectivepoor is placed in post-nominal position as in (110a) and
(111a) it can only meanimpoverished, which is the intersective interpretation. If
poor is placed before the noun, as in (110b) and (111b), it has a non-intersective
reading meaningpitiable.
Zooming in on Romanian now, we know that it is a Romance language, but
can the above proposal be extended to it as well? The examplesbe ow involv-
ing the adjectives ărac, “poor” andadevărat, “true”, show that this is indeed the
case. Both of these adjectives have different meanings depen ing on whether they
precede or follow the noun and, if they are placed in post-nomi al position, only
one interpretation is possible. This interpretation is different from the one in pre-
nominal position, but identical to the one in predicative positi n.
Examples (112) show that the interpretation ofsărac, “poor” parallels the
interpretation of its counterparts in French and Spanish. Wensărac follows the
noun, it is unambiguously interpreted as “impoverished”, the interpretation “pitiable”
not being possible here. In addition, when it occurs in a post-c pula environment,




















“This boy is poor.” (Post-copula position: poor = impoverished/*pitiable)
Similarly, the adjectiveadevăratcan only mean “true” when it occurs in
post-nominal or post-copula environments. The interpretation “quite a”, which is

























“This story is true.” (Post-copula position: true story/*quite a story)
If we assume that Romanian is just like the other Romance langu ges in
that post-nominal adjectives are always reduced relatives, w can immediately de-
rive the interpretation pattern above. By constraining post-n minal adjectives to
always be represented syntactically as reduced relatives we ensure that the range of
readings available in predicative environments is the sames those in post-nominal
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position. In addition, the fact that in this language amountsuperlatives are illicit in
post-nominal position follows straightforwardly. Post-nominal amount superlatives
are inside relative clauses, and as such the requirement of the-estoperator to scope
out cannot be satisfied as it would violate the relative island constraint.21
I propose that such a syntactic account is not a serious contender to the
saliency theory because it relies on too many assumptions. First, the non-referential
interpretation that amount superlatives get under the syntactic analysis is based on
the assumption thatthe is interpreted as an indefinite whenever the superlative re-
ceives a comparative reading (Szabolcsi 1986, Heim 1999). This assumption relies
on Szabolcsi’s generalization that superlatives with comparative readings behave
like indefinites, which has been argued to be problematic (see Sharvit and Stateva
2002). Secondly, the constraint that rules out the absolutereading is only motivated
by the fact that we would otherwise get an unattested interpretation. This means
that neither the lack of referentiality nor the lack of absolute readings is actually
explained. In addition, the island constraint that rules out amount superlatives in
post-nominal position provides only a partial explanationf r the restricted distri-
bution of these expressions. The question is rather why can’t amount superlatives
appear in predicative position, as suggested by examples like (114).












21As noted in section 3.4.1 amount superlatives are excluded from the post-nominal position not
only in Romanian but also in other Romance languages, like French, for example. The relative island
constraint suggested here could account for the restricteddistribution of amount superlatives across
Romance.
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b. # These are the most children.
I conclude that amount superlatives do not provide evidencefor a weak comparative
theory of superlatives and that therefore, they are not a counterargument to the
saliency theory.
3.4.4 Amount superlatives under the saliency theory
In this section I propose that both the interpretation and the distribution of amount
superlatives can receive a non-syntactic analysis that is con istent with the saliency
theory of superlatives introduced in chapter 2. In particular, I argue that the meaning
contrast between amount and ordinary superlatives followsfrom the fact that the
former compare cardinalities/amounts while the latter compare properties, and that
amount superlatives are ungrammatical in predicative position only when they are
not contextualized. The discussion focuses on amount superlativ s that modify
count nouns but it can be extended to those that modify mass nouns.
I assume that amount items are similar to gradable adjectives in that they
denote relations between an individual and a degree; both are of type<d,et> and
hence an appropriate argument for the superlative morpheme. However, unlike
gradable adjectives, amount items do not measure properties but cardinalities. An
adjective likehigh for example, relates individuals to their corresponding dere of
HEIGHT (115a), while an amount item likemanyrelates them to their corresponding
degree of cardinality (115b).
(115) a. [high](d)(x) = 1 iff x is high to degree d
(where d∈DHEIGHT and x∈De)
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b. [many](d)(x) = 1 iff |x| ≥ d
(where d∈DCARDINALITY and x∈De)
Note that if we consider the domain of discourse to consist only f atomic individ-
uals like John or Bill then the lexical entry in (115b) is not very informative: all
individuals have cardinality one. Following Link 1983, I assume that the domain
of discourse also includes pluralities. Pluralities are non-atomic individuals that are
created by the sum formation operator “+”. The domain of individuals can now be
represented as *De, the closure of De under the sum formation operator. Elements
of *D e are partially ordered by the part-of relation “≤”. To illustrate, suppose that
De consists of the three individuals in (116a). *De will then contain the same atomic
individuals, as well as all their sums (116b). The part-of-relation imposes a partial
order on *De, which is reflected in the lattice in (117).
(116) a. De = {a, b, c}








Once we define the domain of individuals in this way, we can update the lexical
entry ofmanyin (115b) so that it is no longer a truism. The new meaning formany
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is given in (118): it maps individuals in *De to a corresponding degree of cardinality
depending on how many atomic parts they have.
(118) [many](d)(x) = 1 iff x has d-many atomic parts
(where d∈DCARDINALITY and x∈*D e)
As suggested on the right-hand side of the figure in (117) atomic individuals are
mapped to cardinality 1. Pluralities that consists of 2 atomic individuals (e.g. a+b,
b+c, a+c) are mapped to cardinality 2, those that consist of 3(e.g. a+b+c), are
mapped to cardinality 3, etc.
With this information in place we are now ready to discuss theint rpreta-
tion of amount superlatives like (119), which have been claimed to have only a
comparative reading.
(119) John interviewed the most students.
a. Absolute reading: absent
b. Comparative reading: John interviewed more students than anyone
else.
Remember from section 2.4 that under the saliency theory there is no ambiguity
in the semantics of superlatives. The superlative morphemepicks out of a set of
individuals, the unique individual such that its degree of R-ness is the highest, where
R is a relation of type<d,et> determined solely by the denotation of the adjective
and noun that the superlative morpheme takes scope over. This means that when
interpreting the superlative in (119) the comparison relation R is always determined
by the meaning of the amount itemanyin conjunction with that ofstudentsas in
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(120). We are thus comparing the cardinalities of (non)-atomic individuals that have
the property of being students and the denotation of the superlativ noun phrase
comes out as in (121).
(120) R =λd.λx. x has d-many atomic parts and x∈* STUDENT
(where *STUDENT is the closure of the predicateSTUDENT under the sum
formation operator “+”)
(121) Denotation of the superlative noun phrase
[most students](d)(x) = 1 iff∃d[x∈* STUDENT and x has d-many atomic
parts &∀y [y∈C and y 6=x → y does not have d-many atomic parts]]
Under the saliency theory the contrast between absolute andcomparative readings
is the result of how the values of the free variable C are set. Comparative readings
arise when the value of C is determined by a salient function that associates salient
individuals with individuals that have some degree of R-ness. Suppose that our
sentence in (119) is uttered in a context where we are talkingabout John, Bill, and
Tom, and that each of them interviewed one or more students asin (122).
(122) a. John interviewed student a, student b, and student c.
b. Bill interviewed student a and student b.
c. Tom interviewed student c.
The free variable C will collect all the (non)-atomic student individuals that John,
Bill, and Tom interviewed as in (123) and our sentence receives an interpretation
according to which the number of students that John interviewed is larger than the
number of students that Bill or Tom interviewed.
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(123) C = {a+b+c, a+b, c}
In contrast, absolute readings arise when the variable C ranges over individuals with
some degree of R-ness that are salient in and of themselves. Suppose that we set C
to collect all the students in the world, in the same way we didwith mountains when
we derived the meaning of “John climbed the highest mountain.” as “John climbed
mount Everest.” Since our domain now contains not only atomic individualsbut
also pluralities, C will collect all the (non)atomic individuals in the world that have
the property of being students.
(124) C = {x| x∈* STUDENT IN THE WORLD}
The denotation in (121) will thus describe an individual that s the largest num-
ber of atomic parts when compared to any other individuals inthe extension of
* STUDENT IN THE WORLD. Under the assumption that pluralities are non-identical
if there is at least some non-overlap22 this individual can only be the maximal plu-
rality of students since only it has more atomic parts than any other plurality of
students. The absolute reading of amount superlatives is therefore very similar in
meaning to the interpretation ofall. I suggest that the reason why amount superla-
tives are not used with this kind of interpretation is a pragmtic one. Horn 1972 and
Atlas and Levinson 1981 have proposed the pragmatic rule in (125) (cf. dicussion
in Krifka 1989), which can be derived from Gricean principles.
22A complete non-overlapping restriction seems too strong aswe would not be able to account
for the comparative reading ofJohn interviewed the most studentsin the scenario presented in (122).
See however Hackl 2009 for such an assumption and for a semantic account based on it for the
absence of absolute readings.
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(125) If two expressionsα, β are (i) both applicable, (ii)α is more specific than
β, (iii) α is not more complex thanβ, then chooseα.
Both all studentsandmost students(under the absolute reading) describe the same
kind of situation butall studentsis more informative since it can only be interpreted
as denoting the maximal plurality of students.All studentsis also arguably less
complex, so according to the rule in (125) we shouldn’t use the expressionmost
studentsif we mean to say “all of them”.
The other question raised in the literature concerning the int rpretation of
amount superlatives is their inability to refer in the same way that ordinary su-
perlatives do. Consider for example the sentences in (108) repeated here as (126).
The ordinary superlative DP in (126a) has an interpretationaccording to which it
refers to a particular group of volunteers (for a detailed discussion of this reading
see section 3.4.3). The amount superlative DP in (126b) cannot have this type of
interpretation.
(126) a. Brown’s campaign has been joined by [the largest group of volunteers].
b. Brown’s campaign has been joined by [the most volunteers].
The syntactic analyses discussed in the previous two sections derive this effect by
assigning amount items determiner meanings or by claiming that the definite article
preceding amount superlative NPs is necessarily interpreted as an indefinite. Both
of these arguments have been shown to be problematic. I propose below a different
explanation for this meaning contrast, which has to do with the type of individuals
that are compared by the two superlatives.
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One of the presuppositions ofEST is that the comparison set must be a subset
of the right domain of the comparison relation R (cf. discussion in section 2.2.1).
The comparison relation R for the ordinary superlative in (126a) is given in (127a);
the one for the amount superlative in (126b) is given in (127b).
(127) a. R(d)(x) = 1 iff x is d-large and x is a group of volunteers
(where d∈DLARGENESS and x∈ De)
b. R(d)(x) = 1 iff x has d-many atomic parts and x∈* VOLUNTEER
(where d∈DCARDINALITY and x∈ *D e)
This means that in (126a) the individuals in the comparison set are groups, while in
(126b) they are (non)-atomic volunteers. Even though a groups f volunteers and a
plurality of volunteers may have similar extensions, they ar very different linguistic
objects. A group is a regular individual that has no atomic subparts. In contrast to
the members of a plurality, those of a group are not linguistically transparent. This
is evident from the fact that we cannot combinemanywith the singular noungroup,
which suggests that we cannot evaluate a group in terms of itsatomic parts with a
cardinality measure function. Other collective nouns likecouple, team, committee,
etc. behave in the same way. Consider for instance the cumulative inference in
(128). The fact that we cannot infer (128c) from (128a) and (128b) indicates that
couples are atomic individuals.
(128) a. John and Mary are a couple.
b. Mary and Bill are a couple.
c. 9 John and Mary and Bill are (a) couple(s).
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d. → John and Mary and Mary and Bill are couples.
(from Hackl 2001: 242)
This suggests that the reason whyt e largest groupcan refer to a particular group,
while the most studentscannot is that the entities we are comparing in the two cases
are very different. In the first case the superlative morpheme ranges over atomic
individuals that have the property of being groups of volunteers and picks the one
that is at the top of a large-ness scale. In the second caseEST ranges over pluralities
of volunteers, whose extension is unrelated to that of groups of volunteers,23and
picks the one that is at the top of a cardinality scale.
Regarding the distribution of amount superlatives we’ve sen in the previ-
ous section that they do not appear easily in predicative position. This property,
in conjunction with their inability to refer in the way that ordinary superlatives do,
has been taken as evidence that amount superlatives have determiner meanings (cf.
discussion in Gawron 1995 and Schwarz 2004b, 2004a). I show below that in con-
trast to determiners amount superlatives can actually appear in predicative position
if additional information is provided (cf. (129) and (130)). The reason for this is
that the individuals we are comparing are pluralities and they are not comparable
by themselves. In the absence of such additional information amount superlatives
are forced to have an interpretation that is akin toall, but we’ve seen above that if
we wanted to convey this meaning we wouldn’t use an amount superlative.
(129) English amount superlatives in predicative position
23Given a set of salient volunteers C, an amount superlative will compare the (non)-atomic indi-
viduals in the closure of this set, not just those sums that correspond to groups of volunteers.
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a. These are the most children that I’ve ever seen in a hotel.
b. This is the most trophies that you’ll see in one place.
















































“It’s the most water s/he’s ever drunk.”
The contrast between the examples above and those in (114) suggests that the dis-
tribution properties of amount superlatives are differentfrom both those of gradable
adjectives and those of determiners. It makes them similar however, to other amount
denoting expressions such as cardinals. As shown in (131) the predicative use of a
cardinal would be infelicitous in the absence of some sort ofcontextualization like

















b. These children are five#(of the best).
In Romanian this distributional similarity between amountsuperlatives and cardi-
nals extends to the post-nominal position as well, since both of these amount denot-
ing expressions are ungrammatical when placed after the noun (cf. (96) for amount














“Matei drank 5 beers.”
To conclude, this section has shown that, in contrast to whathas been pre-
viously argued, the semantic and distribution properties of amount superlatives can
be accounted for without resorting to obligatory covert movement operations that
require the superlative morpheme to take VP scope. The behavior of amount su-
perlatives is therefore not an argument against the saliency theory.
3.5 Summary
This chapter provided a wide range of arguments that the salincy theory is to be
preferred to previous analyses of superlatives. It can derive all the classic compar-
ative readings that previous analyses do and, in addition, it can account for several
comparative readings that strong comparative theories cannot. Specifically, it was
shown that only the saliency theory can generate the following three types of com-
parative readings: (i) readings where the comparison set isnot constrained by the
predicate of the sentence containing the superlative, (ii)readings that do not depen-
dent on the presence or interpretation of focus/wh-phrases, and (iii) readings that
disobey locality constraints.
It was also shown that the saliency theory fares better than aweak com-
parative theory that derives some comparative pragmatically, while deriving others
syntactically. The claim for this type of weak comparative th ory relies on a par-
ticular kind of comparative readings, such as the upstairs de-dicto reading, and on
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unambiguous superlatives. Both of them have been argued to require a syntactic
analysis. The argument against the saliency theory has beeninvalidated in two
ways. First, it was argued that the upstairs de-dicto reading is an instance of a
more general phenomenon that pertains to the interpretation of noun phrases in in-
tensional contexts and that, therefore, it is not an effect that needs to be built into
the semantics of superlatives. Secondly, I showed that the syntactic analyses that
have been proposed for amount superlatives run into both empirical and conceptual
problems and proposed instead an account that is consistentwith the saliency the-
ory. As such, amount superlatives cannot count as evidence for a syntactic approach
to superlatives.24
24There is a second case of unambiguous superlatives that has been argued to favor a syntactic
analysis over a purely pragmatic approach like the saliencytheory and which has not been discussed
above. These are superlatives that are preceded by a possessive determiner. Schwarz 2005 notes that
superlative sentences like (1) cannot have a comparative reading and suggests that this is because
the possessive determiner blocks the extraction of -est from the containing noun phrase. However,
it is not obvious that these superlatives are best served by asynt ctic analysis either since we have
no account of why the possessive determiner behaves so differently from the definite article, which
is considered to allow the movement of -est in spite of being kown for blocking extraction. In
addition, if this were the only piece of evidence in favor of the weak comparative theory, it would
not be sufficiently convincing.
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(1) John summarized my longest paper.
a. Absolute reading(available):
John summarized the longest paper among my papers.
b. Comparative reading(not available):
John summarized the longest paper among my papers that were summarized.
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Chapter 4
Exceptional adjective orderings: a
new account and an argument from
superlatives
4.1 Introduction
The goal of this chapter is to re-examine adjective orderings by focusing on how
meaning affects word order.
In various languages, when nouns are modified by more than oneadjective
at a time certain ordering restrictions arise. Consider forinstance the English ex-
amples in (133) and (134). In the absence of any special intonation, the order of the
pre-nominal adjectives in (133a) is considered grammatical and natural, while the
one in (133b) is generally perceived as awkward.
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(133) a. a tall Russian lawyer
b. # a Russian tall lawyer
Similarly, the noun phrase in (134a) is fine, but that in (134b) is not.
(134) a. innocent naval officers (Bache 1978: 16)
b. # naval innocent officers
Such cases have captured the attention of linguists for a long time and there is a
large body of literature discussing adjective orderings. It ranges from early work
(Bloomfield 1933, Whorf 1956, Ziff 1960) to various grammarsnd in-depth de-
scriptions (Quirk et al. 1972, Biber et al. 1999, Hill 1958, Vendler 1963, Lance
1968, Teyssier 1968, etc.); from corpus studies (Bache 1978, Vandelanotte 2002,
Wulff 2003) and typological studies (Hetzron, 1978, Dixon 1982, Sproat and Shih
1991) to syntactic analyses (Vendler 1968, Bernstein 1993,Cinque 1994, Sadler
and Arnold 1994 and others following themand psycholinguistic and neurolinguis-
tic experiments (Martin 1969a, 1969b, 1970; Martin and Ferb1973; Danks and
Schwenk 1972, 1974; Martin Richards 1975; Kemmerer et al. 2007).
However, questions like (i) what adjectives are ordered? (ii) how are they
ordered? and (iii) why are they ordered the way they are? are still very much
a matter of debate. I propose to address these issues from a novel perspective,
namely focusing on cases where adjective ordering restrictions donotapply. As we
will see, looking at exceptions to the rule turns out to be a fruitful tool in learning
more about the rule itself. I examine the range of attested exceptions and introduce
two new such classes. By comparing them to the cases where adjctive orderingsdo
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apply I obtain a new generalization for the order of multipleadjectives. This enables
me to show that previous approaches which analyzed the ordering constraints on
multiple adjective sequences in terms of the semantics of individual adjectives are
insufficient.
I propose instead an explanation that takes into account themeaning of the
whole nominal phrase.
(135) Adjective ordering restrictions (AOR) do not apply tomultiple adjective
structures that are truth-conditionally distinct.
This result has consequences for how the architecture of thegrammar should
be conceived. While we know that syntactic well-formednessis sensitive to lexical
semantic information, the contribution of this chapter is to how that compositional
semantics too, can have an impact on syntax. In particular, Ishow that the meaning
of the overall noun phrase can restrict the application of syntactic principles like
word order. This is in contradiction to many contemporary approaches to grammar
which hold that the semantic component has no influence on thesyntactic one.
The chapter is organized as follows. In section 4.2, I present background on
the relative order of adjectives. We’ll see that the same ordring restrictions hold in
a variety of languages. Nevertheless, there are some adjectives that do not follow
this rigid word order requirement. This raises the questionof why some adjectives
are ordered while others are not that will be at core of this chapter. To answer it
we first need to explore whether there are any syntactic differences between the two
classes of adjectives. In section 4.3 I will review the two trends in the syntactic anal-
ysis of adjectives: the traditional model (e.g. Baker 1978,Hornstein and Lightfoot
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1981, Chomsky 1986) and the cartographic model (Cinque 1994and many others
following him). Then I discuss the predictions they make foradjective orderings.
At first sight, it seems that the cartographic approach faresbetter in capturing the
difference between adjectives that are ordered and those that are not. To evaluate
this model further I propose two new test cases where AOR do not apply. In section
4.4 I introduce the first case, namely operator adjectives, and show that an exten-
sion of the cartographic model can explain their behavior syntactically. In section
4.5 I present the second test case, superlatives, and demonstrate that their free word
order properties cannot receive a syntactic explanation. This means that neither
the traditional view, nor the cartographic alternative canaccount for all the adjec-
tive ordering data. In section 4.6 I propose a new account of adjective orderings
and discuss its implications for the model of grammar. Section 4.7 concludes the
chapter.
4.2 Background on adjective orderings
4.2.1 Multiple adjectives are normally rigidly ordered
In English, the order of prenominal adjectives is relatively fixed. For example, the
ordering in (136a) gets 360 hits on Google, while the one in (136b) doesn’t get any.
(136) a. big rectangular table
b. # rectangular big table
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Among the examples in (137), the ordering in (137a) is the only ption as
long as the adjectives are pronounced with neutral intonati. That is, all adjectives
show the same secondary stress pattern and they are not followed by pauses; only
the noun receives primary stress (Hill 1958, Lance 1968, Martin 1970, Martin and
Ferb 1973).
(137) a. a beautiful small black cat
b. # a beautiful black small cat
c. # a small beautiful black cat
d. # a small black beautiful cat
e. etc.
Example (138) shows nouns that are modified by more than threeadj ctives
at a time. If pronounced with neutral intonation, the order of the adjectives in (a-
c) is claimed to be the only possible one. Examples with long strings of multiple
modifiers such as these are relatively rare, most nouns beingmodified by one or
two adjectives at a time (see report from Biber et al)
(138) a. a big new brown French leather jacket (Lance 1968:210)
b. a magnificent ornamental 18th century carved mahogany mantelpiece
(Halliday 1994:192)
Rigid word order among multiple adjectives is not a quirk of English. In
fact, it has been suggested that adjective ordering restrictions are universal. The
examples below show similar requirements in a variety of other languages. The
chart in (140) compares the ordering of the adjectivesb autiful, big, andred in six
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different languages and shows that when the adjectives precede the noun we get the
same ordering as in English. In (140), where the adjectives follow the noun, the
ordering is the mirror image.
(139) Hetzron 1978:170 (adapted)
ENGLISH (a) beautiful big red ball
GERMAN (ein) schöner grosser roter Ball
HUNGARIAN (egy) szép nagy piros labda
POLISH pi̧ekna du̇za czerwona piìka
TURKISH (bir) güzel büyük kIrmIzI top




























“beautiful big red ball” (Plank 2007:62)
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This has led to the conclusion that there are semantic classes of adjectives
that pattern together with respect to ordering restrictions, and various such linear
orders have been proposed. Some examples are given in (141).The proposals
differ in the level of detail, but otherwise agree with each ot er.
(141) How adjectives are ordered (AOR):
a. Identifying adjectives >Characterizing adjectives >Classificatory ad-
jectives (Teyssier 1968)
b. Evaluative >Color, Age, Shape, Size >Denominal, National ty/Provenance
(Hill 1958)
c. Evaluative/Quality >Size >Shape >Age >Color >Participle >National-
ity/Provenance >Denominal adjective (Quirk et al. 1972)
d. Value >Dimension >Physical property >Speed >Human Propensity >Age
>Color >Denominal adjective (Dixon 1982)
e. Quality >Size >Shape >Color >Provenance (Sproat and Shih1991)
Teyssier (1968) for example, uses three semantic classes ord red as in (141a).
The identifying class contains adjectives likesame, only andfirst. The classifica-
tory class consists of adjectives pointing to a specimen of aclass, such as denomi-
nal, nationality and relational adjectives, as well as other adjectives that have come
to form a compound with the noun (e.g.blackbird, blue-bell), the latter being left
aside in our subsequent discussion. The characterizing class ontains the rest of
the adjectives. Hill (1958) explores the relative orderingof characterizing adjec-
tives (Teyssier’s “middle” class) in more detail and proposes two subclasses: one
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contains color, age, shape and size adjectives, the other, wich I labelled for conve-
nience “evaluative”, contains the rest of the adjectives (141b). Quirk et al. (1972)
and Dixon (1982) expand these orderings even further, proposing the restrictions
in (141c) and (141d) respectively. While the linear orders in (141a-d) are based
mainly on English data, Sproat and Shih (1991) confirms theirval dity using cross-
linguistic evidence.
4.2.2 Three cases of flexible word order
Even though linearizations like those in (141) are a widesprad phenomenon, not
all adjectives are rigidly ordered. Three such cases have already been discussed in
the literature.
The first case consists of adjectives similar to relative clauses. Sproat and
Shih (1991) argue that in Chinese such adjectives are freelyordered. In (142a) the
order of the adjectives is what we would expect according to AOR (141). However,
the order in (142b), which departs from rigid word order requirements in (141),
is also fine. In both examples the adjectives are marked by theparticlede, in the
same way that full-fledged relative clauses are (143a). Example (143b) shows that
adjectives which cannot be used in predicative position areungrammatical when
marked by the particle-de.1
1This class of exceptions has recently come under debate: on the one hand, additional data from
Mandarin Chinese argues against equating adjectives marked by de with reduced relatives (Paul
(2005)). On the other hand, data from Greek shows that adjectives homophonous with reduced























(Sproat and Shih 1991:572)





(Sproat and Shih 1991:574)
‘former president’
In English, adjectives that bear “comma intonation” (Sproat and Shih 1991),
that is, are followed by pauses, are a second case of non-rigid word order (Hill
1958, Lance 1968, Martin 1970, Quirk et al. 1972, Martin and Ferb 1973, Sproat
and Shih 1991, a.o.). In example (144a), the adjectiveslarge andred bear neutral
intonation and are ordered according to AOR. In (144b) the rev rsal of the normal
word order is accompanied by “a juncture in the rhythm of the prases”.
(144) a. the large red chair (Size >Color)
b. the red, large chair (Color >Size)
(Martin 1970:379)
(145) a. She loves all those wonderful orange Oriental ivories.
(QUALITY >COLOR >PROVENANCE)
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b. She loves all those Oriental, orange, wonderful ivories.
(PROVENANCE>COLOR >QUALITY )
(Sproat and Shih 1991:578)
Finally, the third case of non-rigid word order consists of adjectives that
bear focus (Martin and Ferb 1973; Cinque 2005c,2005a etc.).The order in (146a),
for example, is the only one allowed when the two adjectives ar pronounced with
unmarked intonation. This is as predicted by (141). However, if the adjectiveblack
is focused it can escape ordering restrictions, and the revers word order becomes
possible (146b).
(146) a. small black cat (SIZE >COLOR)
b. BLACK small cat (COLOR >SIZE)
To summarize, the current view in the literature is that modifying adjectives
which are similar to relative clauses, or which exhibit special intonation (that is, are
followed by pauses or bear focus intonation) can escape ordering restrictions (147).
All the other adjectives, which I will call from now onplain adjectives, are subject
to AOR.
(147) Exceptions to AOR:
a. adjectives that resemble Relative Clauses
b. adjectives that bear ‘comma intonation’
c. adjectives that bear focus intonation
To answer the question of what sets the non-rigid word order cases apart
from the rigidly ordered ones I will first turn to the syntactic literature and discuss
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previous analyses of attributive adjectives, and the predictions they make for the
word order of multiple adjectives.
4.3 Previous accounts of adjective ordering restric-
tions (AOR)
In the theoretical literature on adjectives and adjective orderings there are two types
of solutions that have been proposed to account for strings of multiple adjectives
like those introduced above. The traditional syntactic model represents adjectives
as adjuncts and predicts multiple adjectives to be freely ordered. Rigid adjective
orderings like those noted in section 4.2.1 are regarded as an exception that can-
not be explained, at least not by resorting to the syntactic or semantic properties
of the adjectives involved. Under the Cinquean model of representing adjectives
as specifiers of dedicated functional projections the default and exception cases are
reversed: this time we expect all adjectives to be ordered and those that aren’t form
a special category, which receives a syntactic explanation. Section 4.3.1 presents
some background as to why these two models are representativfor a large spec-
trum of syntactic analyses of adjectives. The reader familir with the issues that
arise when trying to fit adjectives, and modifiers more generally, within the Chom-
skyan framework can skip this section.2 The two models and the accounts they
2Both models that I present are set within X-Bar theory; the second is also compatible with LCA
(Kayne 1994). For discussion on the syntactic representatio of modifiers in Bare Phrase Structure
see Chomsky 1995, Matushansky 2002, and Hornstein and Nunes2008.
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offer for the order of multiple adjectives are discussed in sections 4.3.2 and 4.3.3
respectively. We’ll see that the Cinquean approach appearsto be preferred.
4.3.1 Fitting adjectives in the Chomskyan framework
The syntactic representation of attributive adjectives has long been a controversial
topic, the range of proposals being extremely varied.3 This is due to both descriptive
and theoretical challenges.
Descriptively, adjectives exhibit a rather complex set of properties: 1) they
may either precede or follow the noun they modify and depending on which of these
options is realized, 2) they can or cannot take complements and 3) their interpreta-
tion may vary. Also 4) some adjectives are invariably attributive, some invariably
predicative, and others are both. Last, but not least 5) someadjectives are ordered
while others are not.
Even if we abstract away from the intricacies of the empirical landscape and
narrow down the data to a simple adjective-noun sequence, the syntactic representa-
tion of adjectives is still a problematic issue. Theoretically, ttributive adjectives –
and modifiers in general – are difficult to capture given standard assumptions about
syntactic structure. For example, in the strict version of the classic X-Bar theory of
phrase structure (Chomsky 1970, Jackendoff 1977, Stowell 1981, and many others
afterwards) there is no room for adjectives as long as the system is restricted to
lexical categories.
3In fact, virtually all possible syntactic configurations have been proposed for attributive adjec-
tives except the complement position.
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In this model, the basic phrase structure configuration is that in (148), where
only heads, complements and specifiers are recognized, and there is no recursion at
any bar level. Additionally, only binary branching is possible (Kayne 1984).
(148) a. X′ = X0 (YP)




All phrases are required to have a head (X0), but not necessarily a comple-
ment (YP) and/or a specifier (ZP). The head is defined as the zero-bar level element
that determines the categorial properties of the phrase. Complements and specifiers
are phrasal categories that are defined in relational/configurational terms: comple-
ments are sisters to X0 and daughters of X′; specifiers are sisters to X′ and daughters
of XP.
Two problems arise if one tries to fit adjectives into this model: one problem
pertains to the structural position of the adjective, the other o recursion. To illus-
trate the first challenge, let’s consider a simple case, suchas lucky student, where
the noun is modified by a single adjective. Which of the three syntactic positions in
(148) should the adjective occupy? Shouldluckybe represented as the head of the
phrase, the complement, or the specifier? None of these options w rk as long as we
assume the system to contain only lexical categories.
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First, if the adjective were the head of the phrase we would expect the dis-
tribution of the adjective-noun combination to be the same as th t of a simple ad-
jective, since it’s the head that determines the categorialp operties of the phrase.
However, the distribution oflucky studentfollows the same pattern as nouns rather
than adjectives, as shown by the contrast in (149). This suggests that adjective-
noun combinations should be represented as nominal phrasesrath r than adjectival
phrases, which means that the noun is the head.4
(149) a. He met a [student].
b. He met a [lucky student].
c. * He met a [lucky].
With the noun as the head of the phrase, we are left with two possible con-
figurations for the adjective: the complement of N0 position or the specifier of NP







4Once functional categories are introduced into the system,he possibility of analyzing the ad-
jective as the head of the phrase re-emerges. I will come backto this point in section 4.3.3. Right
now, for expository purposes I will stick to a phrase structure system where only lexical categories
are present.
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The complement position is reserved for the head’s – in this case the noun’s –
(syntactic) arguments. Those arguments are subcategorized for, and complete the
meaning of, the noun they combine with; in other words, they saturate its valency.
Modifying adjectives differ from arguments not only semantically (in that they are
not involved in saturation), but also syntactically (eg. Baker 1978, Radford 1988),
suggesting that the two classes need to be kept apart.
The specifier of NP position is not well-suited for modifyingadjectives ei-
ther (see Jackendoff 1977 for such a proposal and Abney 1987 for a critique). First,
there is a set of miscellaneous adnominal constituents thatare not noun comple-
ments. That set includes determiners, possessors, quantifiers, adjectives, and rela-
tive clauses. These elements differ from each other in theirsyntactic behavior (eg.
some of them may co-occur, while others cannot) and therefore, they cannot all fit
in the specifier of NP position. Secondly, following much research on the similar-
ities between sentences and noun phrases, there is now general agreement that the
specifier position of lexical categories is dedicated to subjects (e.g. Fukui and Speas
1986).
Besides the issue of the structural location of the adjectiv, here is a second
problem with fitting adjectives in the strict X-Bar model. Since no recursion is
allowed in the basic configuration in (148), that is, none of the X0, X′ or XP nodes
can be iterated, sequences of multiple adjectives are not predicted, contrary to the
empirical evidence introduced in section 4.2.
Two types of solutions have been proposed to break this deadlock. They
differ both in how they address the structural location of the adjective (that is, in
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how they implement the categorial properties of adjective-noun combinations and
in how they distinguish between arguments and modifiers syntactically), and in how
they address the need for recursivity. The traditional approach is to relax the phrase
structure system so as to allow recursion and introduce a newconstituent type: the
adjunct (Baker 1978, Hornstein and Lightfoot 1981, Chomsky1986). Attributive
adjectives and other modifiers are uniformly treated as adjuncts. This aproach is
orthogonal to the presence of functional categories5. In contrast, the second type
of solution, also referred to sometimes as the cartographicapproach (Cinque 1994,
2002), capitalizes on the phrase structure system being enrich d with functional
categories and maintains the no-recursivity constraint. Uder this view, adjectives
are integrated projections; specifically, they occupy various specifier positions in
the functional projection layer dominating the nominal head.
The next two sections will describe these two syntactic models for the rep-
resentation of adjectives in detail and discuss their implications for adjective order-
ings.
4.3.2 The traditional model generates flexible word order only
The traditional syntactic model for modifying adjectives is to represent them as ad-
juncts (e.g. Baker 1978; Hornstein and Lightfoot 1981; Chomsky 1986), namely as
elements that are base-generated via the operation of adjunction. The properties of
this operation, as used in X-Bar theory, were formally discus ed in Chomsky (1986,
1992), hence also the name of Chomsky-adjunction. It consists of two steps: the
5For discussion on the contrast between lexical and functional categories see section 4.3.3
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first step is to create a copy of the node that’s the target of adjunction, that is, node
α in the diagram in (151a). Consequently, the adjunct does notaffect the category
of the phrase it attaches to, whether this is taken to refer tobar-level information
or part-of-speech information. The second step of the adjunctio operation is to at-
tach the adjoined element, nodeβ, as the daughter of the copy-node, the final result





Depending on the size of the adjunct and the target of adjunction, adjunction
structures are generally assumed to come in two guises: (i) XP-to-XP adjunction,
where maximal phrases adjoin to other maximal phrases, and (ii) X 0-to-X0 adjunc-
tion, where heads adjoin to other heads6. The syntactic model for modifying ad-
jectives is standardly assumed to instantiate the first typeof adjunction structure7;
adjectives are taken to project to a maximal phrase, similarly to other lexical items,
which can then freely adjoin to other maximal phrases, such as NP (152a) or some
functional phrase in the extended projection of the nominalhe d (152b).
6See Chomsky 1986 for arguments against adjunction targeting X′-level nodes. Nevertheless, it
is still customary for syntax textbooks to represent modifiers as XP elements adjoined to X′ nodes
(eg. Cowper 1992, Haegeman 1994, Carnie 2007).
7See however Sadler and Arnold (1994) for an analysis of adjectives as heads adjoined to other








Representing modifying adjectives as adjuncts has severalconsequences.
First, it sets them apart from the noun’s arguments in structu al erms. Unlike com-
plements or specifiers, adjuncts preserve the categorial information of the phrase
they adjoin to; their mother node and their sister node carrying identical bar-level
and part of speech information. Additionally, unlike complements or specifiers, ad-
juncts are neither s-selected nor c-selected. This ensuresthat modifying adjectives
are optional and that they can attach freely to any maximal category as long as the
resulting combination is not semantically deviant.
Thirdly, this model can easily accommodate sequences of multiple adjec-
tives. Since the operation of adjunction is recursive, modifying adjectives can be
iterated at will and a single phrase can contain in principlean unlimited number
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of them. Moreover, there are no specifications for the order of adjunct attachment
so syntactically, multiple adjectives are not constrainedto appear in any particular
order. The free word order cases documented in section 4.2.2are therefore, com-
pletely expected. In contrast, rigid word order cases like those in section 4.2.1 need
a different explanation, as they fall outside the scope of the syntactic model. To
illustrate the problem let us consider example (153a), which is a condensed version
of (145a) from section 4.2.2.
(153) a. She loves all those orange Oriental ivories. (XAOR)
b. She loves all those Oriental orange ivories. (not cf. AOR)
(felicitous only if pronounced with comma intonation)
If the order of the two adjectives is reversed and there is no pause between
them, as in example (153b), the resulting construction is perceived as very unnat-
ural. The adjunction model produces both orders, so the question i what exactly
rules out (153b)? As discussed above, adjunction is a very powerful operation: it
can target any maximal/head category, any number of times, and there are no syn-
tactic specifications to constrain the order of attachment.The only way in which a
certain adjunction structure can be ruled out is if it lacks awell-formed interpreta-
tion. However, there is nothing semantically deviant about(153b). The modified
noun phrase in (153b) and that in (153a) have the same interpre ation. They both
describe a set of ivories that are orange and come from the Orient. This suggests
that the traditional model of representing attributive adjectives as adjuncts cannot
explain the linear orders introduced in section (4.2.1) since they fall outside the
scope of the combinatorial algorithms of both syntax and semantics.
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4.3.3 The Cinquean model captures both AOR and its excep-
tions
In the 1990s a more restricted version of X-Bar, known as the Lin ar Correspon-
dence Axiom (LCA) (Kayne 1994), called for an alternative tothe traditional model
of analyzing modifying adjectives as adjuncts. The new theory argued that in spite
of the cross-linguistic variation in headedness (some langu ges being strictly head-
initial, others strictly head-final, and yet others being a combination thereof), there
is a unique underlying phrase structure template in which heads consistently take
complements on the right and specifiers on the left. The surface v riation in word
order was due to the presence or absence of movement operations. An important
component of this phrase structure model is that it disallowed adjuncts as a cate-
gory distinct from heads, complements, and specifiers. In particular, it constrained
phrases to have at most one specifier, which was generated vialeft-adjunction, and
therefore the notions of specifier and adjunct were collapsed into one. As an in-
creasing number of linguists adhered to LCA and its principles, it became evident
that a new syntactic analysis of modifiers was needed.
The opportunity was provided by the rise to prominence of thenotion of
functional projection. Functional items were shown to be able to project syntac-
tic structure in conformity with the X-Bar format (Stowell 1981, Chomsky 1986,
Abney 1987, etc.). Similarly to their lexical counterparts, they select complements
and take specifiers. However, this projection no longer corresponds to theta-grid
saturation. The relation between functional heads and their corresponding comple-
ments or specifiers is purely syntactic. Functional heads are s id tof-selecttheir
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complement (Abney 1987), that is, they uniquely c-select a complement and the
categorial properties of the functional phrase are determined by this complement
rather than by the functional head (see also Grimshaw and others for the concept of
extended functional projection). In addition to the f-selection specification, func-
tional heads are also equipped with functional features andit is these features that
license the specifier position. The notion off-selectopened new options for analyz-
ing adjective-noun combinations. In particular, it made itpossible for adjectives to
be analyzed as integrated projections, rather than adjuncts.
Under the new model proposed by Cinque 1994 adjectives are rep s nted
as maximal phrases that occur in the specifier position of empty functional heads,




This representation solves the issue of the structural location of the adjective
in the following way. First, it correctly predicts adjective-noun combinations to
have nominal distribution by resorting to the notion off-selection. The f-select
relation enables the nominal properties of the NP complement to be transferred
8For an analysis that also relies on the notion off-selectionbut where adjectives are represented
as functional heads see Abney 1987 and references mentionedher in (p.77). Shortcomings of this
proposal are discussed in Radford 1989 1989, Svenonius 1992, Bernstein 1993, Sadler and Arnold
1994, and others.
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to the maximal functional projection. Secondly, modifiers ae distinguished from
arguments (in particular subjects, which also occupy specifier positions) in that the
former, but not the latter are base-generated in the functioal layer.
But how does this representation account for the strings of multiple adjec-
tives discussed in section 4.2? We’ve seen that under the traditional model of repre-
senting adjectives as adjuncts, sequences of multiple adjectives are the by-product
of how the syntactic operation of adjunction is designed; there is in principle no
upper bound for the number of times adjunction can apply and the category of the
target phrase does not matter, which in addition predicts free word order.
Cinque proposes to mimick the recursivity effect of adjunction by means
of lexical specification, thus generating strings of multiple adjectives whose word
order is manipulated by the lexicon to syntax mapping9. Under the new model of
representing attributive adjectives as functional specifiers, the task is delegated to
the syntactic operation off-selection, which as mentioned above is a special instance
of c-selection10. All but one of the functional heads that license adjectivesn the
specifier position are lexically specified to take other adjectiv -hosting functional
9Cinque (1994), which introduces the model of adjectives as functional specifiers, does not ex-
plicitly discuss the mechanisms that ensure the strict ordering of adjectives on the assumption that
they follow from the syntactic operations that create and order functional projections. The focus is
instead on cross-linguistic variation and the similarity that adjectival modifiers share with adverbial
modifiers, the latter being extensively discussed in Cinque(1999).
10Both types of selection refer to cases where the head requires its XP complement to be of a
particular category. In addition, f-selection enables thecategorial properties of the phrase to be
determined by the complement, rather than the head. As a consequence, f-selection is designed for
functional heads, while c-selection is for lexical heads.
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phrases as their complements. For example, the functional head F3 is prespeci-
fied to combine with the functional phrase F2P; in its turn, the functional head F2














This creates an extended functional projection above the nominal phrase that
can host multiple adjectives in a particular order. The nature of the particular or-
der is determined by the semantics/functional features of each of the functional
heads. For example, if the functional head F1 is endowed with “provenance” fea-
tures, F2 with “size” features, and F3 with “color” features, and their specifiers are
constrained to license only adjectives from the corresponding semantic class, the re-
sult is a structure that hosts multiple adjectives and whoserigid word order matches
up the linear orders introduced in section 4.2. This structure is shown in (156).
Consequently, under the Cinquean model we always expect plain adjectives to be
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ordered and moreover, that this order will hold cross-lingustically as the hierarchy
of functional projections is assumed to be universal, even if not universally lexically














Strings of adjectives with non-rigid word order such as those discussed in
section 4.2.2 are therefore exceptional. The account proposed by the Cinquean
model is that such adjectives are not subject to adjective ord ring restrictions be-
cause they are outside its scope. Their syntax is different fom that of plain adjec-
tives, so they fall into a distinct category.
Adjectives whose behavior resembles that of relative clauses differ from
plain adjectives in that they are not adjectival modification cases. These adjectives
are reduced relatives (Sproat and Shih 1991, Cinque 2005), which means that they
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have more structure than plain adjectives, and belong to theset of clausal modifiers.
Since the grammar contains no principle for ordering relative clauses with respect
to each other their word order is predicted to be free.
Adjectives that are treated as separate intonational phrases re instances of
adjectival modification, but they don’t have the syntax of stacked bare adjectives.
Multiple adjectives with ‘comma’ intonation are represented syntactically as coor-
dination structures, and thus they too, are expected to be freely ordered (Sproat and
Shih 1991).
Finally, adjectives that bear focus have been claimed to constitute a partic-
ular case. They are generated in the same way as plain adjectives but then move
to a special syntactic position, which is associated with focus and is situated left-
most inside the DP (Cinque 2005a, 2005c). This produces wordorders that are not
expected under hierarchies like those in section (4.2.1).
This section has shown that the two models for the representatio of adjec-
tives, the traditional model and the Cinquean model, make very different predictions
for the ordering of multiple adjectives. The traditional model generates adjectives
via the syntactic operation of adjunction and since there are no syntactic constraints
on the order of adjunct attachment multiple adjectives are predicted to be freely
ordered. Under the Cinquean model adjectives are treated asspecifiers of func-
tional heads, whose relative order is uniquely determined,an therefore multiple
adjectives are predicted to be rigidly ordered.
An advantage of the Cinquean model is that we know what moduleof the
grammar is responsible for AOR: the lexicon (plus a universal hierarchy of func-
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tional projections). Additionally, the Cinquean model canexplain the three non-
rigid word order exceptions introduced in section 4.2.2 in terms of grammatical
mechanisms already in place; each case having been identified with an indepen-
dently motivated construction, be it a relative clause, a coordination structure, or
a focus fronting construction. While this might seem attracive, in the rest of the
chapter I will show that any model attempting to explain the free word order cases
in an exclusively syntactic manner is insufficient. My argument relies on two new
cases of plain adjectives,11 which contrary to our data generalization so far are
freely ordered: operator adjectives and non-definite superlatives (see also Teodor-
escu 2006). In the next section I will present these data and discuss whether the
Cinquean model can be extended to account for them or whetherwe need a totally
different explanation.
4.4 Operator adjectives
4.4.1 A much neglected case of free word order
Operator adjectives likeformer and alleged represent another case of non-rigid
word order. They cannot be analyzed as Reduced Relatives since they cannot occur
in predicative position. Neither do they bear any special intonation in examples like
(157 - 159) or (160 - 163). They thus qualify as plain adjectives. However, contrary
to our current empirical generalization (see section 4.2),which predicts them to be
11In section 4.2.2 plain adjectives were defined as adjectivesthat do not bear any special intonation
and are not reduced relatives.
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subject to ordering restrictions, they are freely ordered.
In (157) the operator adjective isformer, and in (158) it isalleged. The
adjectivefamouscan be replaced with any other non-operator adjective and the
same free word order effects will obtain. Example (159) shows that if two operator
adjectives are present the ordering constraints are again lifted. No matter how we
arrange the two adjectives with respect to each other the sequences that obtain are
grammatical.
(157) a. a famous [former] actor
b. a [former] famous actor
(158) a. a famous [alleged] actor
b. an [alleged] famous actor
(159) a. an [alleged] [former] thief
b. a [former] [alleged] thief
Such examples are mentioned sporadically in various grammars. I suggest
that this motley crew forms a well-defined class, one that hasn’t received much at-
tention in the theoretical literature on adjective orderings. Specifically, what they
all have in common is the fact that different orderings give rs to different mean-
ings. (157a) does not allow the consistent continuationwho is now forgotten, and
it refers to someone famous who is no longer an actor. In contrast, (157b) can be
consistently continued withwho is now forgotten, and it refers to someone who is
no longer famous or no longer an actor. Similarly, (159a) canbe used to describe
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someone who is alleged to have formerly been a thief, while (159b) means some-
thing else: it characterizes a person who is no longer alleged to be a thief.
Examples (160) through (163) contain similar data from German and Hun-
garian.




























































From a semantic point of view, this pattern is explained by the fact that adjectives
like formerandallegedare intensional operators (Montague 1970, Partee 2003 and
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references therein); namely they map the intensional property of the noun they com-
bine with onto another property which is the semantic value of the Adj+N combina-
tion. Their type is<<s,et>,et> and they compose with the denotation of the noun
via functional application.
(164) Former
a. [former] =λf.[λx.f(now)(x) = 0 but f(t)(x) = 1 for some time t before
now]
b. [president] =λx. x is a president
c. [former president] =λx. x is not a president now but x was a president
at some time before now
(165) Alleged
a. [alleged] =λf.[λx.f(w)(x) = 1 for every possible world w where the
relevant allegation is true]
b. [thief] = λx. x is a thief
c. [alleged thief] =λx. x is a thief in every possible world where the
relevant allegation is true
The free word order properties of such adjectives, which I will from now on refer
to as ‘plain operator adjectives’, is not predicted by Cinque’s original syntactic
analysis of AOR (see section 4.3.3). Next I show how we can extend it so as to
accomodate these adjectives as well.
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4.4.2 A modified Cinquean account for operator adjectives
Under the Cinquean approach plain adjectives are generatedas specifiers of ded-
icated functional projections. Since the order of functional heads is established
by the universal grammar and therefore is unique, plain adjectives are predicted to
always be strictly ordered. However, we have seen above thatthis class of adjec-
tives is not homogenous. Plain adjectives actually come in two flavors: operator
adjectives and non-operator ones. The first class of adjectives shows free order-
ings, while the second shows fixed orderings. The second category is exemplified
again in (166), where bothtall andRussianare non-operator adjectives and the only
possible ordering is the one in (a).
(166) a. tall Russian lawyer
b. # Russian tall lawyer
Besides word order effects, the two sets of plain adjectivesalso differ in
terms of their semantics. Unlike intensional adjectives, whose semantics was given
in section (4.4), non-operator ones are much simpler; they denote first order prop-
erties (167).
(167) a. [tall] =λx. x is tall
b. [Russian] =λx. x is Russian
If we keep the basic insight of the Cinquean analysis according to which se-
mantic distinctions are reflected by syntactic distinctions, we can revise the original
account in the following way. Let’s assume that plain non-operator adjectives are
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marked in the lexicon as [- operator], which ensures that they ar generated as spec-
ifiers of functional heads, as discussed in section 4.3.3. This is shown in (168a).
Plain operator adjectives, on the other hand, are marked as [+ operator], which en-
ables them to enter the syntactic derivation as adjuncts, rather than specifiers of
functional heads. As a consequence they are predicted to be freely ordered.12 This
is illustrated in (168b).







(169) is a schematic representation of two adjectives that are rigidly ordered.
Each of the adjectives occurs in the Specifier position of itscorresponding func-
tional projection and the grammar imposes a certain dominance relation. Specif-
ically, the functional projection forSIZE is pre-specified to dominate the one for
COLOR but not vice-versa, which accounts for the marginality ofblack small cat
(cf. 169a vs. 169b).
12To revise the original Cinquean account in this way we need toecouple it from LCA. This
is also the approach taken in Cinque 1994, where certain freely ordered adjectives in Romance are
claimed to be reduced relatives and are hence represented asadjuncts.
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In (170) we get two possible orderings. Whilefamousis confined to the
specifier position of some functional projection,former is much more flexible. It
can adjoin either to a maximal projection belowfamousas in (170a) or above it as
in (170b).
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In this section we’ve seen that operator adjectives are another exception to
AOR, one that hasn’t received much attention in the theoretical l terature, and I
showed that similarly to the other exceptions it can receivea syntactic explanation.
The solution proposed was to extend the Cinquean model in a way that allows this
type of adjectives to be represented as adjuncts. The next section will introduce
yet another exception to AOR, one that also consists of plainadjectives, but which




4.5.1 A novel case of flexible word order
The term “non-definite superlatives” refers to superlativenoun phrases that are pre-
ceded by an indefinite article (Herdan and Sharvit 2006). Forexample, the sentence
in (171), which contains a non-definite superlative, is usedto mean that there is a
unique student in this class who is shorter than all the otherstudents in the class.
(171) This class has [a shortest student]. (Herdan and Sharvit 2006)
Crucially for my argument later on, note that in multiple adjective sequences
the presence of the degree morphology has an effect on AOR. Inthe absence of the
superlative morpheme structures with multiple plain non-operator adjectives like
shortandItalian are subject to ordering restrictions. This is shown in (172).
(172) a. My class has [a short Italian student].
b. # My class has [an Italian short student].
However, once the superlative morpheme is present, the verysame adjectives that
were subject to AOR above become freely ordered.
(173) a. My class has [a shortest Italian student].
b. My class has [an Italian shortest student].
Structures with multiple adjectives and a degree operator are thus a fifth class
of exceptions to AOR, and they pattern together with operator adjectives in that here
too different linear orders convey different meanings. In (173a) the comparison set
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over which the superlative morpheme ranges includes only the Italian students in
my class and the superlative DP describes the shortest amongthem. In contrast,
in example (173b) the comparison set consists of all the students in my class, not
only the Italian ones, and it describes the shortest among all of them; it so happens
that he is also Italian. Next I turn to the question of whethert y too can receive a
syntactic explanation.
4.5.2 The Cinquean model cannot account for them
This section discusses two possible syntactic accounts forthe exceptional word
order of non-definite superlatives and argues that both of them are problematic.
First, let us explore whether the syntactic analysis provided for operator ad-
jectives in section 4.4 can also account for superlatives. The analysis for operator
adjectives relied on lexical specification and derived their fl xible word order from
the properties of base generated structures. Each of these adjectives would bear a
[+operator] label in the lexicon, which ensures that they arrepresented as adjuncts.
This in turn means that there are no selectional constraintstha would force them
to appear in a particular linear order. In contrast to operator djectives however, the
free word order effect in sequences with multiple adjectives containing a superla-
tive is not due to the lexical properties of the adjectives involved, but rather to the
degree morphology. The very same adjectives are ordered in (172) but not in (173).
Since the superlative morpheme and the adjective that it attaches to form a morpho-
logical and syntactic constituent we can still adopt the lexical specification analysis
if we assume that superlatives have a [+ operator] label, while t e corresponding
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adjectives are lexically marked as [- operator]. This wouldcreate a considerable
increase in the number of lexical entries associated with eac adjective, but could
capture the ordering effects.13
Note however, that the superlative morpheme scopes indepenntly of its
adjectival host (Heim 1999), which suggests that superlatives cannot be derived in
the lexicon. To illustrate this, consider the example below.
(174) Among the people at the party, Fred is the tallest syntactici n.
(174) can only mean that Fred is tallest among the syntacticins at the party. It
cannot mean that he is tallest among the people at the party and he is a syntactician.
Under classic assumptions about the representation of scope this means that at the
level of LF the superlative morpheme moves to a position fromwhere it takes scope









13Such an analysis would not extend well to analytic superlatives – where instead of a bound
superlative morpheme we have a free superlative morpheme – since we would have to claim that
two words actually count as one lexical item.
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These interpretation effects could be accounted for without movement if we modi-
fied the lexical entry of the superlative morpheme (cf. sections 2.2.2 and 2.4.1) to
take an additional noun argument. This would predict that, similarly to operator
adjectives, superlatives are always used attributively. However, this is not the case;
superlatives can also appear in predicative position.
(176) a. Fred is the tallest.
b. Fred looks the tallest.
Therefore, a further classification of the adjectives as we did in the case of operator
adjectives cannot account for superlatives, suggesting that the lexical category level
is not the right level to look at.
The only other option to provide a syntactic explanation to the exceptional
word order of superlatives is to resort to movement, in the way th t Cinque did for
focus adjectives (section 4.3.3). Under this view both superlatives and their cor-
responding adjectives are labelled as [-operator] and are gen rated in the Specifier
of dedicated functional projections. This is illustrated in (177), whereshortestis
merged in SpecSize andItalian in SpecProvenance. The relative order of the two
functional phrases is Size >Provenance, which is the order imposed by the universal
grammar.











This structure produces one of the attested word orders. To capture the reverse
(Italian shortest student) we would need to moveItalian to a position aboveshort.
However, it is not clear what position this should be or what triggers the movement.
All we know is that the adjective Italian needs to be outside the scope of the superla-
tive morpheme. Additionally, in order to get the right interpretation the trace left
behind should be semantically vacuous since the resulting sructure is interpreted
as if it were base-generated. A third issue is that the covertmovement ofItalian
changes the truth-conditions of the modified noun phrase. Weknow however, that
only quantifier raising is supposed to have that effect.













Since there is no independent motivation for deriving the exceptional word order
of superlatives via movement and the lexical specification analysis does not work
either, I conclude that the free ordering of superlatives cannot be explained syntac-
tically. In what follows I propose a semantic explanation ofthese cases, which can
be extended to operator adjectives as well.
4.6 A new account for exceptional adjective order-
ings
This section proposes a new account for the exceptions to AORand discusses its
implications for the model of grammar.
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4.6.1 A class of semantic exceptions to AOR
Let me start this section by noting that we have now distinguished three types of
cases involving modification by plain adjectives:
(179) a. Plain non-operator adjectives
b. Plain operator adjectives
c. Plain adjectives with superlative morphology
The last two classes form a group to the exclusion of the first.On the one hand, we
have non-operator adjectives, which are subject to AOR, andon the other hand we
have operator adjectives and adjectives with superlative morphology, both of which
are freely ordered such that the different orders mean different things. Since there
is no syntactic generalization that can capture this grouping, I suggest looking more
closely at the interaction between linear order and the compositional semantics of
multiple adjective sequences.
First, plain non-operator adjectives: they denote denote functions of type
<e,t>, and they compose with the noun they modify via predicate modification
(Heim and Kratzer (1998)). Since the operation of intersection is commutative,
the linear order of non-operator adjectives will have no effect on the interpretation
of these sequences. Bothtall Russian lawyerandRussian tall lawyerare predicted
to denote (181). In other words, reversing the order of theseadj ctives preserves
the meaning. Different linear orders do not yield differentsemantic interpretations
in the case of non-operator adjectives.
(180) a. [tall] =λx. x is a tall
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b. [Russian] =λx. x is Russian
c. [lawyer] =λx. x is a lawyer
(181) λx. x is tall and x is Russian and x is a lawyer
In contrast, plain operator adjectives have a non-intersective semantics (cf.
discussion in section 4.4), and therefore we always expect scope effects. The sur-
face position of these adjectives determines the amount of material that they scope
over. For example, in (182a)formeroperates on the noun meaning, while in (182b)
it operates on the noun + adjective meaning. Consequently, different linear orders
correspond to different interpretations.
(182) a. a famous former [actor]
b. a former [famous actor]
Superlative modifiers too, depart from plain non-operator adjectives in that
they also have non-intersective interpretations. A phraselike shortest studentdoes
not characterize the set of students who are shorter than anyone else but the set
of students who are shorter than all other students, which means that-estneeds to
takes scope over both the adjective and the modified noun (Heim 1999). This is
shown in (183).
(183) a. shortest student: [-est 1 [[t1 short] student]]
b. [shortest student] =λx. x is the student shorter than all other students
Thus whenever the superlative morpheme is present different linear orders
mean different things, just like with operator adjectives,and this is illustrated in
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(184). In (184a),-esttakes scope over ‘short Italian student’, while in (184) it only
takes scope over ‘short student’, producing the meaning differences mentioned in
section (4.5).
(184) a. shortest Italian student: [-est 1 [[t1 short] [Italian student]]]
b. Italian shortest student: [Italian [-est 1 [[t1 short] student]]]
The full picture on how plain adjectives behave is summarized n (185).
(185) a. Plain non-operator adjectives - fixed orderings andsame meaning
b. Plain operator adjectives - free orderings and differentmeanings
c. Plain adjectives and-est- free orderings and different meanings
This pattern suggests that there is a general semantic constraint on AOR ac-
cording to which ordering restrictions do not choose between structures that are
truth-conditionally distinct. It may be that not all semantically equivalent structures
are rigidly ordered but it is only these that can be.14 Under this view, if two se-
quences of adjectives have different denotations, the syntax will allow both orders.
This is schematically illustrated in (186a). Conversely, if only one ordering is pos-
sible the prediction is that the two sequences are semantically equivalent and that
the ordering attested is the one imposed by the syntax (186b).
(186) a. if [A1 A2 N ] 6= [A 2 A1 N] → AOR do not apply
b. if [A 1 A2 N] = [A 2 A1 N] → AOR can apply
(where equivalence is defined as truth-conditional identity)
14For instance, it is possible that the syntactic component produces a particular adjective ordering
sequence but the phonological component re-arranges it based on rythm constraints.
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4.6.2 Definite superlatives and Strawson-identity
This section discusses definite superlatives and introduces a r finement of the ad-
jective ordering generalization presented so far.
In contrast to the non-definite superlative constructions pre ented in section
4.5, definite ones do not allow free word order:
(187) a. The dean praised [the shortest Italian student].
b. # The dean praised [the Italian shortest student].
Given the semantic constraint on AOR that I described, the prediction is
that the (a) and (b) cases in (187) are semantically equivalent. The claim however,
cannot be tested by appealing to speaker judgments since thesecond case is un-
grammatical. Therefore let us examine what the semantics ofsuperlatives predicts
about the meanings of the multiple adjective sequences in (187).
First let us consider the simple case in (188), where only oneadj ctive is
present. Here, the superlative noun phrase describes the boy who is taller than any
other boys.
(188) a. Mihai is the tallest boy.
b. [tallest boy] =λx. x is the boy taller than all the other boys
By extension we expect to get the following denotations for the multiple
adjective sequences in (187):
(189) a. [shortest Italian student] =λx. x is Italian and x is shortest among the
Italian students
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b. [Italian shortest student] =λx. x is Italian and x is shortest among all
the students
These denotations are semantically distinct, and this can be illustrated with
the following scenario. Suppose that the contextually-relevant set of comparison in
these cases is some international school, and that Mihai, Carlo, and several other
students of various nationalities study at the school. Mihai is Romanian and Carlo
is Italian. Suppose moreover that:
(190) a. There is no other student in the school shorter than (or of equal height
as) Mihai; and
b. There is no other Italian student in the school shorter than (or of equal
height as) Carlo.
In this scenario the sequenceshortest Italian studentcharacterizes Carlo,
while Italian shortest studentdoesn’t describe anyone in the school since the short-
est student among all is Mihai but he is not Italian. At first sight, this seems to
contradict our prediction that the two multiple adjective sequences are semantically
equivalent. However, a slight modification of (186) will make it hold again.
First, it is possible that identity is not actually checked at the level of the
noun phrase, but rather at the level of the determiner phrase. Secondly, it may be
the case that when identity is checked this is done under the assumption that both de-
terminer phrases refer, which implies that the relevant notio is not truth-condition
distinctiveness but rather Strawson identity. Strawson ide tity differs from truth-
conditional identity in that the presuppositions of the determiner phrase containing
150
the superlative need to be satisfied (von Fintel 1999).15.
Extending this to the two sequences of multiple adjectives in (187) we again predict
them to be semantically equivalent. The noun phrasesItalian shortest studentand
shortest Italian studenthave different truth-conditions, but when they combine with
the definite article they become Strawson identical. In contrast to the indefinite
determiner, which asserts existence, the definite one presupo es it. This means
that whenever the DPthe Italian shortest studentrefers, it refers to the same person
that the DPthe shortest Italian studentdoes. In our scenario this is Carlo.
With our initial proposal refined as in (191) we can now account for why
definite superlatives are rigidly ordered while non-definite ones aren’t.
(191) a. if [Det A1 A2 N ] 6= [Det A2 A1 N] → AOR do not apply
b. if [Det A1 A2 N] = [Det A2 A1 N] → AOR can apply
(where equivalence is defined as Strawson identity)
15The notion of Strawson identity is modelled after von Fintel(1999) who defines Strawson va-
lidity as a type of validity where the presuppositions of thestatements in the premise must satisfied
(1)
(1) Strawson-Validity
An inference p1, ..., pn ∴ q is Strawson-valid iff
the inference p1, ..., pn, S∴ q is (classically) valid.
Where S is a premise stating that the presuppositions of all the s atements involved are
satisfied.
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4.6.3 Discussion and implications for the model of grammar
The generalizations discussed above show that AOR are sensitiv to semantics: not
just to the lexical semantics of individual adjectives, as previously thought, but also
to the semantics of the whole determiner phrase. Under the assumption that the
rigid word order of adjectives is a syntactic phenomenon, asproposed by a long line
of authors (Vendler 1968, Bernstein 1993, Cinque 1994, Sadler and Arnold 1994,
Scott 2002 Laenzlinger 2005, etc.), this suggests that we need a model of grammar
where the syntactic component imposes ordering restrictions only on semantically
equivalent structures. In particular, we would need to evaluate not just between
syntactic derivations, but also between syntactic structues with their associated
semantic interpretations.
Under many contemporary approaches to grammar (e.g. Chomsky 1981,
1995) however, such an interaction is unexpected since the relationship between
syntax and semantics is seen as unidirectional.
(192) Architecture of the grammar (e.g. Chomsky 1981, 1995,etc.)
SYNTAX
PHONOLOGY SEMANTICS
The only type of semantic information that the syntactic comp nent refers to is lex-
ical information. It refers to it in creating syntactic derivations which are then sent
to the semantic component for interpretation. The semanticcomponent computes
and evaluates their compositional meaning but communicates nothing back to the
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syntactic module. The widely accepted view is that as long asthe object produced
by the syntactic system is well-formed, its interpretationis irrelevant to syntactic
operations. The analysis for the ordering of multiple adjectiv s proposed here chal-
lenges this position and suggests that the current model of grammar needs to be
modified.
A similar proposal was made in Fox (2000) for a different domain, namely
quantificational structures. Fox argues that a given truth-conditional interpretation
is achieved with “no more effort than necessary” and that covert movement oper-
ations like QR-ing can only apply if they have a semantic effect. In other words,
covert movement operations are subject to economy conditios hat operate on syn-
tactic structures and make reference to facts about the interpre ation of these struc-
tures.In the case discussed by Fox, the grammar compares thetru -conditions of
structures where something has moved. In contrast, in the cas of AOR the gram-
mar has to compare the truth-conditions of base generated structures. This suggests
that these two findings might be two aspects of a more general phenomenon.
4.7 Summary
This chapter discussed the word order variation in multipleadj ctive sequences and
introduced two new cases of flexible word order. I argued thatis class of ex-
ceptions can not be analyzed syntactically in the way that other cases of flexible
word order have been analyzed in the literature and proposeda s mantic explana-
tion. This produced a new generalization for adjective orderings according to which
only truth-conditionally equivalent sequences of multiple adjectives can be rigidly
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ordered. The new generalization raises challenges for current grammar models that




Conclusions and further research
This dissertation has made two major claims about the interpretation and syntax of
nominal modification. The first is that:
(193) Superlative modification
There is no ambiguity in the semantics of superlative noun phrases. The
variation in the interpretation of superlatives is purely pragmatic, each su-
perlative interpretation being a reflex of the properties ofthe surrounding
discourse.
In contrast to previous approaches I have argued that superlativ interpreta-
tions should not be classfied into two different categories:absolute readings versus
comparative readings since there are no essential differenc s between them. This
means that the syntax of superlative modification is to be kept simple: there is no
covert movement of the superlative quantifier, as suggestedby Szabolcsi 1986 and
Heim 1999, and the head noun does not bear any syntactic indices, as claimed in
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Farkas and Kiss 2000. The saliency theory that I proposed analyzes all comparative
readings as a restricted version of the absolute reading where t comparison set is
narrowed down by a saliency function that associates salient individuals with indi-
viduals that have the property P, where P is determined by theadjective (and noun)
that the superlative takes scope over.
This provides a uniform account of the entire range of superlative interpre-
tations, not just of the variation among types of absolute readings, and can capture
all the classic comparative readings that previous analyses derive. These are cases
where the superlative associates with a focus/wh-phrase and the comparison set
is restricted by the predicate of the sentence. In addition,he saliency theory can
generate a number of readings that are left unexplained under previous analyses.
The discussion was based on data from English, Hungarian, and Romanian,
but the saliency theory predicts that we find similar variation in the interpretation
of superlatives cross-linguistically. Specifically, we exp ct all languages to have a
narrow scope interpretation of the superlative quantifier and that the properties of
the surrounding discourse will create a variety of context-dependent meanings. In
some languages discourse may affect the interpretation of superlatives in particular
ways, but such variation would be minimal. Further researchinto the typology of
degree quantifiers needs to establish whether there are any languages where the
superlative quantifier takes wide scope.
The second claim about nominal modification made in this dissertation con-
cerns the ordering properties of multiple adjective strings. Contra previous analyses
I have argued that:
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(194) Stacked modification
The semantic factors that influence word order in stacked modification struc-
tures with neutral intonation are not restricted to the lexical semantics of in-
dividual adjectives. The interpretation of the whole determiner phrase also
has an effect on the word order of such structures.
I introduced two types of evidence in support of this claim. First, I showed that
stacked modification structures with an operator adjectiveor a superlative are not
subject to linearizing constraints and argued that the freeword order of these adjec-
tives cannot be explained in terms of their lexical meaning.The only way in which
we can predict which strings of adjectives are going to be frely ordered and which
aren’t is by looking at the truth-conditions of the whole nominal phrase. Secondly, I
showed that the order of multiple adjective strings is also affected by the presuppo-
sitions of the article immediately preceding the modified nou phrase. The definite
article, which presupposes existence, imposes rigid word order; the indefinite one,
which only asserts existence, allows the multiple adjectivs n its scope to be freely
ordered.
These results have consequences for how the architecture ofg ammar should
be conceived. In particular, they suggest that we need a model of grammar that can
evaluate not only between syntactic structures, but also between syntactic struc-
tures with their associated interpretations. The modular system of the generative
grammar framework does not easily allow such modifications.The only alternative
explanation compatible with this framework is to argue thatmultiple adjectives are
freely ordered (which from the syntactic point of view wouldmean that they’re all
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represented as adjuncts) and that the rigid word order casesare not a grammati-
cal phenomenon, but rather the reflex of a processing constrai t. Analyzing rigid
word order among multiple adjectives as a processing constrai t is a line of thought
that was quite popular in the psycholinguistic literature of the 1970s (Martin 1969a,
1969b, 1970; Martin and Ferb 1973; Martin Richards 1975). Following the early
work of Bloomfield 1933, Whorf 1956, and Ziff 1960 these authors describe the
rigid word order of adjectives not in terms of semantic classes of adjectives, but
rather in terms of a gradient principle according to which adjectives expressing
“concrete”, “inherent” properties appear closer to the noun while those express-
ing “subjective”, “non-inherent” properties appear further away. As discussed in
section 4.2 this principle orders adjectives with respect to the head noun; languages
with post-nominal adjectives being the mirror image of langua es with pre-nominal
adjectives. This has been considered as evidence that we proc ss adjectives not in a
temporal or left-to-right order, but in terms of their proximity to the noun. The lin-
earizing constraints reflect our need to identify the object(s) that the noun describes
as soon as possible.
Adopting a processing account – whether along the these lines, or in a dif-
ferent form – is however, not as straighforward as it might seem and there is more
research that needs to be done. Here is a sample of questions that come to mind: (i)
If adjective orderings are the result of a processing constraint, why does the notion
of hierarchy seem to matter? (ii) If these processing constraints impose ordering
restrictions on adjective strings that are semantically equivalent, why don’t we also
see ordering effects in coordination structures? (iii) Whyare focused adjectives not
158
subject to the same processing constraints?
One implication of the nominal modification studies in this dsertation is
that the role played by determiners appears in a different light. Determiners are
typically treated as syntactic heads whose semantic contribution is independent of
the rest of the nominal phrase. The interpretation of noun modification shows that
there is more interaction between the determiner and the rest of the nominal phrase
than envisaged by previous theories.
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